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ABSTRACT 
Author: Theresa Montana Sabo 
Title: Language and Truth in the Works of Tom Stoppard 
Address: Department of English, Lehigh University, 
Bethlehem, PA 18015 USA 
This study elucidates the theme of language as one of 
humanity's chief intellectual tools across a selection of 
the works of Tom Stoppard, a playwright renowned as a 
master craftsman of words. 
From the beginning of his creative career, Stoppard 
has shown himself particularly sensitive to language, not 
only as a tool of his craft, but more importantly as a 
means by which humans form--or at least express--their 
perceptions of the world. In his earlier works, he focuses 
on language as a means by which men and women challenge the 
absurdity of modern existence and attempt to forge order 
and value in a seemingly indifferent and chaotic universe. 
In the plays that Stoppard has aptly termed 
"nuts-and-bolts" comedies, the playwright challenges his 
audiences' most basic assumptions and perceptions as he 
focuses on questions of epistemology, our ability to know, 
and the effectiveness of language. 
With Jumpers and his more recent works, which manifest 
1 
a new interest in social issues, Stoppard develops and 
articulates an ethics of language, predicated on his belief 
in the neutrality and integrity of words . 
. ·~ 
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INTRODUCTION: PLAYFULNESS AND LANGUAGE 
ROS: What are you playing at? 
GUIL: Words, words. They're all we have to go on. (Ros and Guil 41) 
Tracing the theme of language in the literary works of 
Tom Stoppard makes the scholar feel somewhat like Mr. Moon, 
the protagonist of Stoppard's only novel, Lord Malquist and 
Mr. Moon, when he sits down to write'a history of the world 
to order its seeming chaos but finds the task so 
overwhelming that he cannot get past the first sentence, or 
even like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern when they try to 
uncover the treacherous truths of Hamlet's feigned madness 
and are outmaneuvered at every turn by the slippery prince. 
Indeed, the theatre of Tom Stoppard is a theatre of games, 
and many of his plays are a delightful whirl of debate, wit 
and spectacle which leave the audience uncertain of the 
playwright's "point.'' Stoppard himself admits, "I write 
plays because writing dialogue is the only respectable way 
of contradicting yourself. I'm the kind of person who 
embarks on an endless leapfrog down the great moral issues. 
3 
I put a position, rebut it, refute the rebuttal, and refute 
the refutation. Forever. Endlessly ... " ("Stoppard Refutes 
Himself, Endlessly" 54). 
Much of Stoppard's playfulness involves language, and 
this type of play, like all others in his art, elucidates 
human behavior and the human condition. From his earliest 
works to the present day, his comedy has been noted for its 
profusion of word play, fast-moving wit which leaves some 
critics, who dismiss this aspect of Stoppard's theatre as 
superficial and gimmicky, cold. For example, Peter Kemp 
calls "Tom Stoppard's world ... that of the undergraduate 
review: a brash jumble of japes, intellectual references 
more knowing than knowledgeable, and would be bright ideas" 
{667). Others, however, laud this playfulness as a chief 
source of richness in Stoppard's drama and fiction. Thomas 
Whitaker, for example, writes that Stoppard's seemingly 
"wildly free invention" draws the audience into "a usually 
hilarious trouble ... that illuminates some of the 
self-deceptions or confusions into which our culture has 
tempted us" (Whitaker 6-7). Stoppard, then, uses the 
"norms of play", (Whitaker 7) to explore the human condition 
.and to work out his commitment to moral comedy, art which 
provides ''the moral matrix, the moral sensibility, from 
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which one makes judgments about the world,'' without falling 
into the pitfalls of writing ''political'' or didactic plays, 
a genre which Stoppard blatantly abhors (''Ambushes" 14). 
From the beginning of his creative career, then, 
Stoppard has shown himself particularly sensitive to 
language, not only as a tool of his craft, but also as a 
means by which humans forrn--or at least express--their 
perceptions of the world. In his earlier works, such as 
his short story "Reunion'' or his acclaimed play Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern are Dead, Stoppard seems most concerned 
with the relationship of language to thought and action, as 
he explores humanity's capacity to forge meaning in a 
seemingly chaotic cosmos. Naturally, in these works, the 
audience's attention is often focused on the adequacy of 
language and the slippery and ambiguous nature of words 
which can mislead and confuse (Jenkins 76). As a result of 
this exploration, Stoppard begins to formulate a 
philosophy--and eventually an ethical code--of language in 
his body of works, as he turns his attention from the 
universal to the particular, the philosophical to the 
political and back again, a theme which this study will 
,trace through a selection of Tom Stoppard's works. 
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I LANGUAGE AND ABSURDITY 
Early Works: The Escapist as Hero 
In his early works, Stoppard had been concerned with 
exploring the human condition and the plight of modern man 
in an increasingly dehumanized and mechanized society, 
including the devaluation of language in such a hostile and 
barren world. Thus many of his characters are portrayed as 
victims of the twentieth century wasteland. And indeed 
several of his protagonists, such as Mr. Moon and 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, are actually posed against a 
backdrop of various literary "wastelands," including those 
of Eliot, Beckett and Shakespeare. In an interview with 
Ronald Hayman, Stoppard declared that "Prufrock and Beckett 
are the twin syringes of my diet, my arterial system" (8). 
In fact, many of Stoppard's early works feature 
protagonists who are seeking to retreat from or nullify a 
painful and complex reality. One critic, Jill Levenson, 
points out that "in each work, central characters 
persistently challenge absurdity. Most of these figures 
are anxious and neurotic, squandering their energy in 
\ 
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futile schemes to create order and $ense where none exists" 
(432). They go to great lengths to achieve this end. One, 
a telephone operator named Gladys, the heroine of If You're 
Glad I'll be Frank, turns herself into a veritable machine 
for a sense of belonging and order. Another withdraws into 
the asylum of a hospital bed in order to enjoy the security 
of clean linens and orderliness in A Separate Peace, while 
Albert, the title character of Albert's Bridge, a 
philosopher-turned-bridge-painter (the first in an 
important line of Stoppard's ph~losophers), cuts himself 
off from all human companionship so that he can relish the 
tranquility and perspective of living atop a huge span 
bridge. Ultimately, the world intrudes into such havens 
and shatters the illusion of peace and control which has 
been purchased at such a great cost to each individual's 
humanity. 
Still others (e.g., Riley, the inventor in Enter a 
Free Man; the nameless protagonist of the short story 
"Reunion"; Mr. Moon, the hero of Lord Malquist and Mr. 
Moon; and Guildenstern) seek to ''solve the world," 
attempting to make themselves at home by defining and thus 
controlling the world. Such men, usually well-meaning, 
sensitive and sympathetic characters, seek a magic formula 
7 
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which will put things righ~ (Corballis). Thus, they rely 
heavily on language as the "key" to the cosmos. But, in 
battling their overwhelming fear that the universe may, 
after all, be nothing but a vast wasteland, they become so 
caught up in their academic pursuits (using the word 
"academic" in its broadest as well as its most specific 
sense) that they are unable to either act or communicate 
effectively. Instead of using words to "build bridges 
across incomprehension and chaos" (The Real Thing 53), 
these protagonists only forge walls of retreat, isolation 
and despair. In that sense, they are not very different 
from Stoppard's other "escapists"; they use language and 
their sense of "angst" to withdraw from the reality of pain 
and responsibility. Meanwhile, the truly unscrupulous, men 
such as Lord Malquist and Sir Archibald Jumpers, are free 
to grab power and gain in a world that rewards expediency 
and glibness. 
In fact, as early as 1963, the year in which Stoppard 
wrote three short stories, which are numbered among his 
first published creative works (along with two radio 
broadcasts), his work manifests a concern with the theme of 
language as it relates to and reveals human powerlessness 
(Brassell 11). 
8 
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Chaos and the Word: "Reunion" 
"There is a certain word," he said very 
carefully, "which if shouted at th_e right pitch 
and in a silence worthy of it, would nudge the 
universe into gear." ("Reunion" 123) 
Stoppard is an author whose talents seem uniquely 
suited to the theatre. Yet he has had four pieces of 
fiction published, all of which, written early in his 
career, evidence a budding talent. Indeed in 1964, Faber 
and Faber brought out three of his short stories in an 
anthology entitled Introduction 2, designed to introduce 
promising_ young fiction writers to the reading public. 
Stoppard seems even more conscious of language in his 
fiction than in his drama, in which a desire for 
theatricality and workable dialogue seems to predominate 
over theme development and narrative voice (with the 
possible exception of Travesties and Squaring The Circle 
which feature narrators). In fact, all three of these 
stories, two of which, "The Story" and "Life, Times: 
Fragments," are about writers, relate frustrated attempts 
at mastery of one's world through language. Of all the 
stories, however, ''Reunion,'' which tells of a meeting by 
two ex-lovers, provides the most in-depth and fascinating 
9 
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coverage of the subject of language. 
In "Reunion," the hero directly associates language 
(as well as sex and violence) with power and control. The 
unnamed man in the story struggles to articulate and thus 
control his emotions: 
"There is a certain word,'' the man said 
carefully, holding the earth level, "a word," but 
then he felt it slipping and he grabbed himself 
silent. (122) 
As the man seeks a mantra to restore his sense of balance, 
he remembers a scene from his childhood when, having 
knocked his prayer-book off the ledge at church during a 
two-minute memorial silence, 
"it hit the floor flat and went off like a pistol 
shot ... For two seconds everything intrusive to 
my self flew out of me, and then back." (124) 
And now, caught in a painful and awkward situation, 
his sexual desire looming and out of control, he seeks the 
word which will expel! his sense of "dislocation" (Brassell 
9) : 
"it would have to be shouted in some public place 
dedicated to silence, like the reading room at 
the British Museum, it must violate it, a 
monstrous, unspeakable intrusion after which 
nothing can be the same for the man who does it. 
All the things which just miss will just click 
10 
right. Noone else will notice anything except a 
dreadful piece of bad manners has been 
committed .... But ... his world will have 
shuddered into a great and marvellous calm in 
which books will be written and flowers picked 
and loves complemented. No one knows what the 
word is." (123) 
Significantly, he later elevates his diction to a religious 
level, paraphrasing the gospel of John: "it's a faith. 
Blessed is the Word, the Word is God and God is Love'' 
(123). This reference is much more than a casual and 
clever allusion, however. For the Judea-Christian God of 
Genesis creates order out of chaos, merely by speaking 
words: 
And the earth was without form, and void; 
and darkness was upon the face of the deep ... 
And God said, Let there be light: and there 
was light. (Gen 1.2, 3) 
And in the gospel of John, the Greek word "logos," 
signifying the creative and saving power of God, is 
translated as ''the Word'': 
,_ 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God and the Word was God .... 
All things were made by him; and without him 
was not anything made that was made. 
In him was life; and the life was the light 
of men. (John 1.1, 3, 4) 
To John, Christ was the Word. Thus, the passion for 
11 
language as an ordering and creative force is a strong 
cultural concept. But Stoppard and his protagonist will 
not accept easy answers: 
"Unfortunately, the faith is above syllogisms. 
If you shouted Love in a crowded room you would 
merely embarrass yourself. '' ( 12 3) 
Unexpectedly, however, when the woman recommends the word 
"Fire" (123), which is the same word used by Guildenstern 
when he attempts to stir the complacent audience, the man 
is released and starts mouthing a string of nonsense 
syllables: 
"Pafflid," he said, as happy as he had ever been 
in his whole life, "Brilge, culp, matrap, 
drinnop, quelp, trid, crik, christ." (123) 
Susan Rusinko points out that this language suggests "the 
nonsense schoolboy language (Dagg) of Stoppard's later 
plays, language that has meaning only for those few who 
know it. It is life-giving and communicative when 
conventional language fails" (19). Indeed, in Cahoot's 
Macbeth, slipping into Dagg allows the persecuted actors to 
outsmart the totalitarian authorities attempting to squelch 
their performance. Importantly, the last word in the 
string of nonsense is "christ, 11 who represents the Word. 
12 
But the Word has been spontaneously arrived at, not reached 
by rigid and logical syllogisms. This word acts as a 
bridge between the private and public languages and allows 
the man to express his desire: ''I do love you, please" 
(123). This moment of victory and elation, however, is 
quickly deflated by two key words from the woman when she 
finally tells him to ''shut up" (125): 
The hollow ballooned, shaking emptily, his body 
disconnecting ... beyond relief from ritual 
counting or public obscenities, where only murder 
would stop it now, and it took a long time, 
stairs and streets later, before he got a hold on 
it again, without, as always, having murdered 
anybody. ( 12 5) 
The moment of consummation, ultimately a private and 
temporary escape, proves as transitory as Keat's 
nightingale song, and the reader is bumped down hard right 
into the world of Prufrock (Hayman 21). 
Thus, early on in his career, Stoppard is interested 
in examining language as a vehicle through which man 
attempts to carve a niche of order in a frightening cosmos. 
In ''Reunion,'' the reader learns that such attempts are 
often based on delusions. The success of such ventures, 
the story implies, depends on how long and how well one can 
sustain an illusion. In Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are 
13 
Dead, Stoppard's successful "spin-off" of Hamlet, and Lord 
Malquist and Mr. Moon, his only novel to date, Stoppard 
picks up and further develops these ideas. 
Play Worlds 
"Since we cannot hope for order let us withdraw with 
style from the chaos." (Lord Malquist 21) 
Many of Stoppard's early protagonists, then, are what 
Whitaker calls "anxious stylists" (9), eager to retreat 
from the pain and complexity of modern life into a 
self-styled play world. The first chapter of Lord Malquist 
and Mr. Moon, Stoppard's only novel, suggests such an 
interpretation. In the first section, tantalizingly 
entitled "Dramatis Personae and Other Coincidences," 
Stoppard sets down six wildly unrelated episodes, each 
written in a language which evokes a distinctly different 
epoch and genre. The reader meets an eighteenth century 
lord in a coach and pair; two feuding cowboys "mosey[ing]" 
(12) about on horseback; a disarrayed, stumbling woman, 
overcome with thirst and fatigue, who is being stalked by a 
lion; a barefoot prophet riding a donkey; a "mere slip of a 
' 'I 
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girl with hair like spun gold'' attended "at her toilette" 
by a French maid and sighing over a troublesome lover (15); 
and a homicidal maniac attempting to explain his feelings 
of panic and dislocation to a dispassionate interviewer. 
Later the reader learns that all these characters 
actually inhabit the landscape of contemporary London. The 
cowboys, for instance, are part of a baked bean promotion. 
Lord Malquist is actually the last of a dying breed of 
aristocrats, striving to keep his world of elegance and 
privilege alive. Mr. Moon, his secretary, who is also the 
neurotic carrying around the undetonated bomb, I 1S a 
self-styled Boswell-for-hire, promising his client the 
posterity of the written word. The woman in the jungle is 
only Lord Malquist's inebriated wife stumbling around the 
park and being followed by Malquist's pet lion-hound, 
Rollo, while Jane, the romantic lady "at her toilette," is 
Moon's promiscuous wife, who is seated, quite literally, on 
the lavatory. {This is an example of Stoppard mocking the 
widespread use of euphemisms, which critic Jim Hunter calls 
"a conscious attempt to hide from meaning" [113].) The man 
riding a donkey is convinced that he is the Risen Christ 
and has come to London to preach to the multitudes 
gathered, significantly, for Churchill's funeral. As Susan 
15 
Rusinko points out, each of these characters is "defined by 
a disjointedness with contemporary context" (26) and is 
described in the language of the role which he or she has 
affected to counteract feelings of displacement and 
insignificance. Indeed, as Mr. Moon complains, "hardly 
anyone behaves naturally anymore, they all behave the way 
they think they are supposed to be, as if they'd read about 
themselves" (53). These characters have escaped into a 
role, an unrealistic self-definition which both limits and 
protects them in an alienating and valueless society. Like 
Guildenstern, who mistakenly thinks he has killed the Chief 
Player, they cannot discern between action ("to denote the 
straightforward movements within the order of nature") and 
acting ("sham movements, pretenses within the order of 
artifice") (Richard Gilman in Cahn 47). They attempt to 
use words to sustain their self-delusion. 
The language of these characters reflect their plight. 
Their lack of control is evidenced in their inability to 
gain mastery of language. For instance, Mr. Moon (who is, 
in a sense, the worst ''actor" of them all, unable to 
sustain the d~usion he so desperately seeks) has cast 
himself in the role of "Chronicler of the Time" (91). He 
looks to language as an ordering force to relieve his 
16 
overwhelming sense of helplessness and anxiety. In order 
to reassure himself that life is harmonious, he attempts to 
write a history, "the progress of Man in the world" (57), 
but after months of research he cannot even get past the 
first sentence: he ''fearfully glimpsed himself as a pure 
writer who after a lifetime of absolutely no output 
whatever, would prepare on his deathbed the single sentence 
that was the distillation of everything he had saved up, 
and die before he was able to utter it" {29). Frustrated, 
he crumples up the paper in a ball and throws it into a 
trash can. Later he burns his writer's notebook, in which 
he has attempted to chronicle his interviews with Lord 
Malquist. He cannot even adequately express his sexual 
desire, as his unconsummated marriage mockingly suggests, 
nor can he articulate his fears and frustration. He 
attempts to "interview himself" in order to gain some 
objectivity and perspective, but his attempts at 
self-understanding also fail miserably, as the following 
passage, evocative of ''The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock," suggests: 
He was suddenly depressed. He knew that he had 
come badly out of the interview. He had tried to 
pin the image of an emotion against the wall but 
he did not have the words to transfix it .... But 
when I got it in a forn1ulated phrase, when I've 
17 
got it formulated, sprawling on a pin, when it is 
pinned and wriggling on the wall, then how should 
I begin ... ? 
All the same Moon knew there was something 
rotten. He held the vapours in his cupped hands 
but they would not crystalize. He did not have 
the words. (23-24) 
When Mr. Moon finally abandons the principles of 
logic, reason and order, in effect gives up on the power of 
language to save him, he turns to a homemade bomb, a bomb 
which promises "purgation" (24) and dislocation. But the 
bomb turns out to be a trick bomb, which explodes, 
interestingly, into a balloon bearing an obscenity 
(reminiscent of "the word" sought by the protagonist of 
"Reunion"). This obscenity temporarily does the "trick" 
and some of the people in the crowd gathered for 
Churchill's funeral cheer him. But Mr. Moon, the man who 
longs for order, is ironically killed by the genuine bomb 
of an anarchist who mistakes him for Lord Malquist. 
Like Mr. Moon, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, the 
protagonists of the play written contemporaneously with the 
novel, also attempt mastery of their situation through 
language. But they speak the language of absurdist theatre, 
words of futility, reminiscent of Beckett's Waiting for 
Godot. Like Vladimir and Estragon, Ros and Guil often kill 
time with empty chatter and games to fill the void of 
18 
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waiting. And while they frequently sound more eloquent 
than their counterparts in Waiting for Godot (and more 
coherent than Moon), this skill does not lead to adequate 
communication (Cahn 41-42). In fact, the kind of dialogue 
which manifests the difficulty of communicating has become 
a trademark of Stoppard's comedy: 
GUIL: What's the first thing you remember? 
ROS: Oh, let's see .... The first thing that 
comes into my head, you mean? 
GUIL: No--the first thing you remember. 
ROS: Ah. (Pause.) No, it's no good, it's gone. 
It was a long time ago. 
GUIL (patient but edged): You don't get my 
meaning. What is the first thing after 
all the things you've forgotten? 
ROS: Oh, I see. (Pause.) I've forgotten the 
question. (16) 
In fact, although there are significantly more 
sustained passages of rationality in Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern than in Waiting for Godot, the duo's moments 
of lucidity are the most eloquent when they express the 
human dilemma of uncertainty and helplessness. And as 
Ronald Hayman writes, the jarring shifts between the 
richness of Elizabethan English and the emptiness of the 
modern vernacular reinforce this point: 
The transitions into the modern vernacular make 
the twentieth century look lame, inarti~ulate and 
rather stupid in comparison with the 
19 
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Renaissance .... While the poetic language of 
Shakespeare's central characters makes them seem
 
to be moving purposefully toward a tragic climax
, 
the prosaic dithering of Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern shows them to be circumambulating 
[sic]. (43-44) 
Interestingly, when the two finally stumble upon
 "a 
letter which explains everything'' (106), the elusive "words
 
• • • 
to go on" (41), they both individually choose not to 
act on them. They rationalize away moral choic
e and 
freedom frantically. For example, Rosencrantz, 
in a rather 
humorous summary of the action, gladly embraces 
a stance of 
ignorance which neither Shakespeare's nor Stopp
ard's script 
at this point can support: 
The position as I see it, then. We, Rosencrant
z 
and Guildenstern, from our young days brought up
 
with him, awakened by a man standing on his 
saddle, are summoned, and are instructed to glea
n 
what afflicts him and draw him on to pleasures, 
such as a play, which unfortunately, as it turn
s 
out, is abandoned in some confusion owing to 
certain nuances outside our appreciation--which 
among other causes, results in, among other 
effects, a high, not to say, homicidal excitemen
t 
in Hamlet, whom we, in consequence, are 
escorting, for his own good, to England. Good. 
We're on top of it now. (111) 
This dry, rather academic speech, which consists
 
mostly of what the pair has been told rather tha
n of what 
they have learned, is written in modern, clich~-
ridden 
20 
language. The couriers, ordinary twentieth century men, 
decline value and meaning in favor of a brand of moral and 
mental escapism, and they speak a language which fosters 
such a choice. Thus the pair deliver their own death 
warrants to the English King. Ironically, Hamlet's trick 
of switching the letters results in poetic justice which 
emanates from the free choice of the couple. 
While Lord Malguist and Mr. Moon, which ends with the 
trick bomb, implies that twentieth century humanity is 
incapable of discerning truth or acting on it, Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern seems to suggest that we are unwilling to 
do so. In either case, both works suggest that attempts to 
ascribe order and significance to the world are futile 
intellectual exercises, games with words and ideas which 
allow one to escape into a role (and a rather unsuccessful 
one at that) and to negate responsibility and action in 
"real life." 
On the other hand, characters like the Chief Player 
and Lord Malquist seem to do rather well for themselves. 
They are consummate stylists who escape into brilliantly 
and consciously executed roles which leave them at a safe 
distance from the turmoil of real living: they only play at 
life. Thus, in a sense, they are masters of their own 
21 
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fates. Lord Malquist, for example, tells Mr. Moon that 
"Nothing ... is the history of the world viewed from a 
suitable distance" (8) and that he has made himself "an 
island ... when the bell tolls it tolls for thee'' (9). 
Unlike the other stylists in the novel, the Risen Christ or 
the cowboys for example, the ninth earl intentionally 
appropriates his role and acknowledges the absurdity which 
surrounds him. He chooses to "withdraw with style from the 
chaos" (21). Thus he deliberately eschews action and 
involvement. 
As a stylist, Lord Malquist is a master of the 
language, articulate and never at a lack for words. Names, 
appropriately, are very important to him and he complains 
bitterly that Lord Wellington, a real man of action, stole 
the idea for "Wellington boots" from the fourth earl of 
Malquist, thus "he entered the language by appropriating 
the fruits of (Malquist] family genlus" (9). In addition 
the Wildean (Hayman 48) gentleman is writing a "little 
monograph on Hamlet as a source of book titles" (67), 
because he desires to leave "behind ... one slim and 
useless volume bound in calf and marked with a ribbon" 
(68). While Lord Malquist is a master of the language, he 
speaks only a language of studied futility and apathy, 
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deliberately rejecting the possibility of substance or 
responsibility. 
Such stylists often emerge unscathed, but they leave 
behind them a trail of broken bodies and lives which bear 
witness to the recklessness of such a stance, a testimony 
which even fine words and enviable style cannot completely 
quell. Men of expediency survive but at great personal 
cost to their humanity. They involve themselves in one 
corruption after another until finally they become what 
Guildenstern calls "comic pornographer[s]" (27). By 
disengaging themselves from value and involvement, they 
disengage themselves from meaning and life. Such waste 
inevitably erodes the soul, as Lord Malquist himself 
asserts: "I feel my whole life is a process of suicide." 
Or as the Player states, "We're actors--we're the opposite 
of people" (63). 
These works, then, seem to imply that we live in an 
age of apathy and speak a language of futility, which 
apparently cannot sustain meaning and values. In contrast 
to this bleak message, however, both the play and the novel 
take place against backdrops which highlight men of action, 
,heroes of elevated spee9h and example, as Hayman points 
out: "[Churchill's] funeral procession winds its way 
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through the narrative in almost the same way as Hamlet does 
through Rosencrantz and Guildenstern" (48). Thus, we are 
left to ponder the truth of Malquist's assertion that the 
age of the man of action is past and a new age has been 
ushered in: "'the funeral might well mark a change in the 
heroic posture--to that of the Stylist, the spectator as 
hero, the man of inactio,n who would not dare roll up his 
sleeves for fear of creasing the cuffs'" (119). 
\ 
\ 
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II NUTS-AND-BOLTS COMEDIES: THE TOOLS OF KNOWLEDGE 
After the success of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, 
Stoppard worked chiefly on what he calls "nuts-and-bolts" 
comedies, such as The Real Inspector Hound and After 
Magritte, which the playwright defines as ''attempts to 
bring off a sort of comic coup in pure mechanistic terms" 
(''Ambushes" 7-8) . These are, as scholar Tim Brassel 1 
points out, shorter works, farcical in nature, centered on 
"puzzles ... [which] hinge on the manner in which 
differences of perspectives can cause nightmarish confusion 
in the lives of those involved in the task of trying to 
separate appearances from reality" (93). Thus, although 
the "nuts-and-bolts" plays consist of wildly improbable 
exercises, they challenge the audience's most basic 
assumptions and perceptions of the world because they focus 
on questions of epistemology, our ability to know, and the 
effectiveness of language, the vehicle we use to form and 
express understanding, as the incessant puns and 
misunderstandings which take place in these comedies 
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suggest. Four of the plays, in particular, focus on the 
mysteries and limits of perceptions (Gabbard 70), while the 
fifth play examined in this chapter explores the process by 
which individuals make and make use of language. (Of these 
five plays, two, Artist Descending A Staircase and Dogg's 
our Pet, which later evolved into Dogg's Hamlet, Cahoot's 
,•\ Macbeth, were written shortly after Jumpers, but are 
included in this section because of their thematic and 
structural affinities with the other nuts-and-bolts 
comedies.) In this sense, the problematical and hilarious 
situations of these comedies become ''metaphors for a more 
general confusion," according to Stoppard ( ''Ambushes" 7) • 
Language and Perception 
A sense of Perspective 
In the radio play Artist Descending a Staircase, for 
instance, two artists listen to a tape recording of their 
roomate's dying moments, trying to deduce how he died and 
by whose hands. Each accuses the other of Donner's death, 
but at the end of the play Stoppard leads the audience to 
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conclude that Donner most likely slipped and fell down 
while trying to kill a droning fly which had awakened him 
from a sound sleep, by reproducing the sounds recorded on 
the tape in the clear context of Beauchamp killing the 
offending fly, which is still present in the house as 
Beauchamp and Martello are puzzling out the circumstances 
of their fellow artist's demise. The audience learns that 
Donner probably addressed the words ''Ah! There you are ... '' 
to the annoying fly and that the incriminating "Thump!" 
(15) is the sound of Donner swatting the fly, which caused 
him to lose his footing on ''what is undeniably a slippery 
floor" (57). But, as one reviewer points out, the ending 
remains "suitably uncertain" (Paul Ferris in Page 43). In 
the meantime, however, the two remaining artists pour over 
their past, looking for motives for murder and remembering 
past romantic and artistic rivalries. Many digressions and 
verbal misunderstandings occur as the two men try to 
analyze the evidence which their senses, in this case 
memory and hearing, present to them. For instance, the 
first words Beauchamp and Martello speak convey a 
linguistic confusion: 
MARTELLO: I think this is where I came in. 
(TAPE: "Ah! There you are ... '') 
BEAUCHAMP: And this is where you hit him. 
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(TAPE: Thump!) 
MARTELLO: I mean, it's going round again. The 
tape is going ~ound in a loop. 
BEAUCHAMP: Well, of course. I record in loops, 
lassoing my material--no, like trawling--no, 
like--no matter. (15) 
Later, as the -two men scrutinize their past, they 
recall a blind woman, Sophie, who based her life-long 
devotion to Beauchamp on her memory of seeing him, while 
she was still sighted, posed in front of one of his 
pictures. She has tried to locate him for some years but 
"was unable to describe (him) ... with enough 
individuality" (43) since all three men were wearing their 
army uniforms to the exhibition. Seeking the man of her 
dreams, she describes the painting as a "a row of black~ 
stripes on a white background ... black railings on a field 
of snow" (41), and she becomes Beauchamp's mistress for two 
years because he was the only artist who had painted a snow 
scene. After her tragic death, however, Martello admits to 
Donner, who really loved Sophie, that it later "occurred" 
(55) to him that Sophie's description could have also fit 
Donner's picture of a white fence against a dark 
background, "like looking in the dark through the gaps in a 
white fence" (56), a revelation which opens up the 
possibility that D~nner, who has spent his life pining away 
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for his lost love, could have deliberately taken his own 
life (Paul Ferris in Page 43). This possible mistake, one 
which can never be clarified, casts doubts on an 
individual's ability to analyze data and sensory 
perceptions--even so-called empirical evidence--and thus on 
man's ability to reason and communicate effectively, 
despite the seeming eloquence of the similies Sophie and 
Martello use to describe the art works in question. 
Martello, from his perspective, could see that Sophie might 
be living her whole life based on misconceptions, since she 
is unable, either verbally or physically, to bridge the gap 
between her subjective mind and the objective world. 
Similarly, After Magritte also focuses on the 
difficulty of distinguishing appearances from reality, as 
it playfully present a series of bizarre images for the 
characters and/or audience members to make sense of. The 
play takes place in the household of a middle-aged couple, 
Thelma and Reginald Harris, who have just returned from 
taking Mother to see a exhibition of Rene Magritte's 
pictures (hence one of the meanings of the play's title). 
Mother is a devotee of the tuba, an instrument that figures 
prominently in his surrealistic pictures, but she does not 
like the paintings of "tubas on fire, tubas stuck to lions 
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and naked women, tubas hanging in the sky" because the 
images just are not "life-like ... , not from life'' (95-96). 
She doubts whether Magritte has ever actually played the 
tuba. Ironically, the bizarre images presented in the play 
are at least as surrealistic as Magritte's pictures, 
although they all evolve out of "activities ... of a 
mundane and domestic nature bordering on the cliche" (102) 
which occur in the life of this "normal,'' if eccentric, 
family. 
For instance, the opening tableau is definitely 
constructed after--or in the style of--Maqritte. The 
audience enters a living room where a large fruit basket 
hangs from the ceiling, the furniture is stacked up in a 
barricade against the front door, and an old woman who 
"could be dead ... but is not" (68) lays on an ironing 
board. She is covered with a white bath towel and wears a 
black rubber bathing cap. A bowler hat sits on her 
stomach. In this same room, another woman, formally clad 
in a full-length ballgown, crawls about. the floor, 
barefooted, and emits an "occasional sniff" (68), while a 
man with a bare torso, wearing·green fishing waders, stands 
il 
on a wooden chair on which hang a black tail-coat, white 
dress shirt and bow tie, blowing into the recess of a 
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lampshade suspended from the ceiling. A uniformed police 
officer stands transfixed at the window, gazing so intently 
and motionlessly that he ''might be a cut-out figure; but is 
not" (68). This constable is apparently as perplexed as 
the audience, since both are outsiders gazing within at a 
bewildering scene. To the occupants of the room, 
( 
apparently nothing out of the ordinary is happening, except 
that Harris, the man in waders, does complain of the 
disorderliness in the house. The opening is reminiscent of 
the first chapter of Lord Malquist and Mr. Moon, in which 
the episodic fragments serve as puzzle pieces which seem to 
defy any attempt to put them in order or make sense of 
them. In the same manner, Stoppard strings the audience 
/ ', I 
along for a bit before he reveals the method in the madness 
he has created. As it turns out, there is a "mundane" and 
"perfectly logical reason for everything" (90), just as 
Harris insists. 
For instance, the fruit basket which hangs from the 
ceiling serves as a counterweight for the heavy light 
fixture suspended from the ceiling because the real 
counterweight had fallen down and broken. The furniture 
has been moved out of the way so that Thelma and Harris can 
practice their routine for a professional dance competition 
._ .... t 
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scheduled later that evening, which is why Thelma is 
dressed formally. Thelma, sniffling from a cold, climbs 
about the floor on her hands and knees looking for the .22 
caliber lead slugs which had filled the broken ceramic 
counterweight. She also has out the ironing board so that 
she can press Harris's dress shirt, but in the meantime 
Mother has requested a massage and stretched out for it on 
the ironing board, where she later burns her foot on the 
iron, which has been accidently turned on, and screams, 
much to the horror of the policeman watching the scene at 
the window. Harris, who waits bare-chested for his pressed 
dress shirt, blows into the lampshade in order to cool the 
light bulb so he can remove it and put it in the bathroom 
where the light has burnt out in the middle of Mother's 
bath. He wears the fishing waders in order to protect the 
leather shoes and dress pants he has already donned for the 
performance. 
The audience later learns that Holmes, as the 
policeman is aptly named, returns to headquarters and 
reports that he has witnessed an illegal operation on 
either ''a bald nigger minstrel about five-foot-two or 
Pakistani'' ( 89) being performed in a house of "immoral 
conduct--tarted up harpies staggering about drunk to the 
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wide, naked men in rubber garments hanging from the 
lampshade" (90). Just as in Artist Descending A Staircase, 
the individual's capacity to analyze and interpret raw 
sensory data is portrayed as inadequate. As Holmes admits 
to his boss, Chief Inspector Foot, who chastizes him for 
not noting the fruit basket hanging down from the ceiling,· 
"there was so much else ... " (84). 
To further illustrate the limitations of humanity's 
powers of reason and perception, Stoppard has Thelma, 
Harris and Mother argue over a bizarre spectacle they 
witnessed on their way home from the Magritte exhibition. 
Thelma insists that she saw a one-legged football player 
with shaving foam on his face, hoveling along, wearing a 
West Bromwich Albion football jersey and carrying a ball. 
Harris, on the other hand, is quite sure he saw ''an old man 
with one leg and a white beard, dressed in pyjamas, hopping 
along in the rain with a tortoise under his arm and 
brandishing a white stick to clear a path through those 
gifted with sight" (77). But Mother claims she saw a man, 
wearing a prison uniform, sunglasses and a surgical mask, 
who was carri~g a handbag under one arm and a cricket bat 
in the other, playing hopscotch on a corner. According to 
literary critic John William Cooke, the discrepancies in 
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these eyewitness reports focus attention on man's capacity 
for ordering his existence: 
The first step toward understanding is the 
apparently simple but everconfounding activity of 
sense perception. It is through perception, 
naturally, that we can assume the existence of 
things, but here more things exist than actually 
appeared. Each witness saw the same object yet 
went home believing he saw a different thing .. :. 
We "understand'' both art and life, Stoppard 
feels, through the process by which percept 
becomes concept, sense data becomes reality, 
randomness becomes truth. (526) 
f As the· Harrises argue and come up with wild speculations in 
an attempt to fit the details to some sort of reasonable 
explanation, it becomes hilariously evident how inadequate 
a tool logic is when confronted with the teeming and 
colorful experience of everyday life. For example, 
Harris's and Thelma's attempt to use logic in their debate 
over what the mystery man was carrying under his arm proves 
fruitless: 
THELMA: Whereas you, accepting as a matter of 
course a pyjama-clad figure in the street, 
leap to the natural conclusion that he must 
be carrying a tortoise .... You've got to 
admit that a football is more likely .... In 
the sense that there would be more footballs 
than tortoises in a built-up area. 
HARRIS: Leaving aside the fact that your premise 
is far from self-evident, it is more likely, 
by that criterion, that what the fellow had 
under his arm was a Christmas pudding or a 
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copy of Whitaker's Almanac, but I happened to 
see him with my own eyes--
THELMA: We all saw him-- (76-77) 
In addition, Thelma wishes that they would have "stopped 
and taken a photograph" (79), a statement which suggests 
that a mechanical device is more reliable than the human 
mind. 
Just as logic fails as a method used to find and 
convey truth, language also proves a very limited resource. 
In the third line of the play, Thelma declares, ''There's no 
need to use language. That's what I always say" (69), in 
response to Harris's use of the word "flaming" (69). 
Thelma even repeats the line later in the play (73). Of 
course, Thelma means that there is no need to use "bad 
language,'' but, ironically, the audience understands her 
true meaning in context, in spite of the fact that she does 
not say precisely what she means. This statement, then, 
serves both as one of the play's themes and an example of 
that theme, a concern about the "unreality of language'' 
which Stoppard holds in common with Magritte, as scholar 
Anthony Jenkins states in his book, The Theatre of Tom 
Stoppard: 
(Magritte and Stoppard] share Wittgenstein's 
concept of the unreality of language, for words 
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can have no meaning apart from the way they are 
used. For Magritte, to label the picture of a 
pipe as ''a Pipe'' represents an abuse of language; 
one cannot smoke it, for instance, and so he 
writes "this is not a pipe" under its picture or 
inscribes "door'' under the picture of a horse. 
For Stoppard, the meaning of words depends on a 
learned code which continually blinds us to its 
inherent unreliability .... (56-57) 
It must be noted here that this view does not include the 
belief that bona fide meaning does not exist outside of the 
words which seek to express it, only that true meaning can 
be distorted and confused, as well as communicated, by 
language. In other words, words do not intrinsically 
contain ''truth," al though they may express truth. 
Stoppard fully addresses this philosophical--and 
political--distinction in Jumpers and Professional Foul. 
Indeed, in this case, language does little, if anything, to 
clear up the play's mysteries for the characters. Verbal 
misunderstandings abound. For instance, Thelma and Harris 
expend considerable energy arguing over the point of 
whether the man was carrying a white stick or an ivory 
cane, until finally Harris shouts ''An ivory cane IS a white 
stick!!" (77), a realization that points out.that, at 
times, semantic niceties can confuse an issue, rather than 
clear it up. The couple also become confused by a classic 
homonym: 
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HARRIS: The most--the very most--I am prepared 
to concede is that he may have been a sort 
of street arab making off with his lute--but 
young he was not and white-bearded he was! 
THELMA: His loot? 
HARRIS: (expansively) Or his mandolin--Who's to 
say? (78) 
Like Sophie's description of the picture in Artist 
Descending a Staircase, the words create rather than dispel 
confusion. 
Stoppard also portrays the colloquial and unfocused 
nature of normal conversations in the frequent digressions 
and shifts 
the play's 
of s~ects which occur frequently throughout 
dialogue. This humorous technique demands that 
the audience pay full attention and stay one step ahead of 
the characters in attempting to piece together the play's 
puzzles. At the beginning of the play, for instance, 
Thelma and Harris are talking about two subjects at the 
same time, the present reality (Harris moving the light 
bulb) and the past (the man they saw near the picture 
gallery). At this point, the audience has no idea what is 
happening in the present nor can they follow Thelma's 
reference to the man in the street, which only makes sense 
to an individual who has experienced the scene with Thelma: 
THELMA: For some reason, my mind keeps returning 
to the one-legged footballer we passed in the 
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car •••. What position do you suppose he 
plays? ... 
HARRIS: Bit dark in here. 
THELMA: I keep thinking about him. What guts he 
must have! 
HARRIS: Put the light on •... Most 
unsatisfactory .... Filthy. Hasn't been 
dusted for weeks. I could write my name on 
it .... It wasn't a football, it was a turtle. 
(70-72) 
The confusion is compounded by the arrival of Chief 
Inspector Foot, one of Stoppard's "detectives'' who pride 
themselves on their powers of observation and reasoning. 
The inspector has "reconstruct[ed]" (92) the details of a 
crime that was never committed from the report of an 
elderly woman who saw a "bizarre and desperate figure" whom 
she recognized as a crippled minstrel (the lady is "an old 
devotee of minstrel shows"), carrying a broken crutch and a 
container of coins, run past her window (92): 
The facts appear to be that shortly after two 
o'clock this afternoon, the talented though 
handicapped doyen of the Victoria Palace Happy 
Minstrel Troupe emerged from his dressing-room 
in blackface and entered the sanctum of the 
box-office staff; whereupon, having broken his 
crutch over the heads of those good ladies, the 
intrepid uniped made off with the advance 
takings stuffed into the crocodile boot. (91-92) 
Foot further concludes that the man must have been "driven 
off by accomplices in a fast car" (92) and since Foot 
himself saw the Harrises' car drive off in the same 
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vicinity at the right time from the window of his own 
house, he traced their vehicle and sent Holmes to their 
home to investigate. Foot, however, never actually saw the 
robber-minstrel, whom he regrets missings by a few seconds, 
although he accuses the Harrises of abetting the crime on 
the grounds of his logic, but Thelma, who knows they never 
participated in any such caper, tells the arrogant officer 
that she is "prepared to defend ... [herself] against any 
logician" (88), once again asserting experience against 
rarefied and arbitrary reasoning. But Foot cannot 
recognize the truth when he hears it, since the truth 
sounds too contrived and strange to be credible. For 
example, in response to Harris's assertion that the family 
was parked in the vicinity to see "an exhibition of 
surrealistic art at the Tate Gallery" (93), the Inspector 
replies "I must say that in a lifetime of off-the-cuff 
alibis I have seldom been moved closer to open derision" 
(93), and he will not believe that Mother is an admirer of 
and performer on the tuba until he actually hears her 
practicing on it. In addition, when Scotland Yard phones 
the inspector to inform him that "no robbery of the kind 
... [he] deduced has in fact taken place" (101) and that 
there is no minstrel troupe playing in any theatre in 
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London, he only wishes that he would have arrived on the 
scene ''a few minutes earlier so th,at he ''could have cracked 
the case and made the arrest before the station even knew 
about it" (103). It seems that Foot, who prides himself on 
"success at deductions of a penetrating character" (101), 
has no instinct for discerning appearances from reality. 
Foot's language also betrays the speculative and shadowy 
powers of the human mind to order the world, as such 
phrases as "the facts appear to be that" (91) and "firm 
conjecture" (92) reveal. 
The crowning irony comes, however, when Foot 
inadvertently reveals to the audience, but not apparently 
to the Harrises or himself, that he himself was the 
"bizarre and desperate figure'' (92) which the old woman and 
the Harris family all saw. He confides to the family that 
· he really has had a bad day, starting in the morning, when 
having overslept he remembers he had parked his car 
illegally the night before after a late night with the 
boys. He had to interrupt his shaving because his bowels 
were giving him trouble, and, happening to glance out the 
w~ow, he saw the Harrises' car pull away from the only 
available parking meter on the street and remembered that 
the parking warden would soon make his rounds. He grabbed 
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his wife's purse, which contained change for the meter, and 
her white umbrella because it was pouring down rain 
outside. In his haste, he put both feet in the same legs 
of his pajama bottoms and got dripping wet because he had 
broken his wife's parasol in all the bother. By the time 
he arrived at his car, it bore a tJ.cket. It is interesting 
to note, as literary critic Anthony Jenkins points out, 
that each of the Harrises got one detail of the sight 
right. Harris noted that the man was wearing pajamas; 
Thelma identified the shaving cream on the man's face; and 
Mother saw the alligator purse; but these facts on]_y 
represent partial truths. None of the characters had the 
perspective to see the entire truth. Furthermore, as 
Jenkins notes, "none of these actual t·acts seems any less 
fantastic than the distorted ones" ( 5·7) • Even t·rom an 
inside perspective and direct experience, however, the vain 
detective never manages to piece the puzzle together. Like 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, the characters actually 
receive "words to go on," as Mother's cry of "Lights!" and 
Thelma's reply "At last" (104) indicate. F,or, although the 
audience is given the answ·er to the questions, Mother and 
Thelma are only referring to the light from the chandelier 
in the living room. The characters in the comedy never do 
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benefit from the explanation that would solve the mysteries 
they fruitlessly ponder. 
By the end of the play, the household has once again 
disintegrated from a normal appearance into another bizarre 
scene, which Constable Holmes again interrupts, much to the 
horror of what Harris calls his '' fervid and treacherous" 
imagination (102). This time, however, the audience and 
Inspector Foot have been privy to the series of mundane and 
domestic coincidences and personal idiosyncrasies which 
have resulted in the misleading images. In fact, Foot now 
participates in the wild tableau, as he wears dark glasses 
to fend off a migraine and eats a banana which Mother 
recommends to him as a natural headache remedy. So 
Stoppard closes with a scene ''after Magritte." But even 
though the play's form imitates Magritte's surrealistic 
style, thematically the play works for the opposite effect, 
as several scholars have pointed out (e.g., Corballis 55). 
Anthony Jenkins, for example, notes that while the opening 
tableau of Stoppard's play, like the Belgian painter's 
pictures, "rearrange[s] ordinary objects, such as a rock, a 
train, a bowler hat, in ways that divorce them from their 
expected roles," Stoppard's plot ''restore [ s] the links in 
the causal chains" ( 54) and ''works towards a rational order 
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beneath life's sometimes confusing surface" (56), whereas 
"Magritte's paintings are meant to admit no such 
resolution" (54). In the words of the painter himself, 
Magritte seeks merely to present the "images ... such as 
they are" (in Jenkins 54) and thus to bring out the 
mysterious, the brooding, the irrational in the seemingly 
ordinary and mundane (Jenkins 54-56). Both Stoppard and 
Magritte, however, are concerned with modes of knowing and 
perceiving life and their works seek to temporarily break 
through--or revise--their audiences' habitual and 
self-limiting preconceptions about the nature of reality. 
Just as it is clear that Stoppard is not a surrealist, 
the nuts-and-bolts comedies also exemplify a subtle yet 
significant difference between Stoppard and absurdist 
playwrights because they mark a gradual shift in Stoppard's 
work away from describing the absurdity and futility of 
humanity's circumstances towards focusing on man's tools 
and abilities to face--and perhaps understand--a seemingly 
irrational cosmos. Indeed, an examination of Stoppard's 
body of works proves that his propensity toward the norms 
of absurdist theatre is due more to his artistic 
temperament, his outrageous sense of humor and his love for 
theatrical extravagance, than to his own philosophic 
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leanings, a point that Stoppard's own remarks support. In 
one interview, Stoppard claimed, ''I didn't know what the 
word 'existential' meant until it was applied to 
Rosencrantz. And even now existentialism is not a, 
philosophy I find either attractive or plausible" 
(''Ambushes" 6). In addition, during an interview with 
Ronald Hayman, Stoppard again emphasized that his debt to 
Beckett was artistic not philosophic (6-7). 
In November, 1975, Clive James hit on a more useful 
classification of Stoppard's world view, when he suggested 
in an article published in Encounter that Stoppard's 
universe is Einsteinian: 
What looks odd when you stand over There is 
perfectly reasonable if you stand over Here ... 
and now that you're Here, you ought to know that 
Here is on its way to somewhere else, just as 
There is, and always was .... Stoppard's dramatic 
equivalent of the space-time continuum ... exists 
to be ungraspable, its creator having discovered 
that no readily appreciable conceptual scheme can 
possibly be adequate to the complexity of 
existence. ( 7 2-7 3) 
In an interview with Ronald Hayman, Stoppard responded in 
agreement to this classification: 
"His piece in Encounter got it right .... What 
he said was that you get in trouble with my 
plays if you think that there's a static 
viewpoint on the events. There is no observer. 
There is no safe point around which everything 
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takes its proper place, so that you see things 
flat and see how they relate to each other. 
Although the Einsteinian versus Copernican image 
sounds pretentious, I can't think of a better 
one to explain what he meant--that there's no 
point of rest'' ( 141) . 
Indeed, there is no point of rest in the madcap comedy 
of After Magritte. But the world it portrays is not 
necessarily one of arbitrariness or absurdity or total 
subjectivity. Rather, it illustrates the complex and 
interesting and sometimes confusing tapestry of everyday 
life. In this world, no perspective, "no static 
viewpoint," suffices, which is why Stoppard refuses to have 
the final word on any subject. The language his characters 
speak, with its proliferation of humorous 
misunderstandings, double meanings and puns, reflects the 
slippery nature of man's attempts to grasp the universe he 
inhabits. In The Real Inspector Hound, a play which is 
frequently performed as a companion piece to After 
Magritte, Stoppard examines the psychology of perception, 
by "showing the way in which our subjective desires. limit 
or distort our angle of vision'' (Jenkins 56). 
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Psychology and Perception: Tbt Real Inspector Hound 
The Real Inspector Hound is frequently combined with 
After Magritte to form one night's entertainment. Unlike 
Dirty Linen and New-Found-Land or Dogg's Hamlet, Cahoot's 
Macbeth, these two plays remain completely separate and 
independent works of art in terms of plot, situation and 
characters, but in terms of style and theme, they make 
ideal companion pieces. Both of these farces parody the 
detective genre, making fun of the guessing games of 
logical deduction and speculation, the means by which 
humans attempt to make sense of the world. 
Like After Magritte, The Real Inspector Hound is a 
witty, whimsical play, tightly structured around the 
solution of a mystery, which Stoppard desired to "resolve 
itself in a breathtakingly neat, complex but utterly 
comprehensible way" ("Ambushes" 8). The story hinges 
around a play-within-a-play, in this case a classic 
whodunnit, and a frame play about two critics watching the 
performance; thus it involves two levels of action. ' One 1s 
the world of theatre and fiction--supposedly ''realistic" 
drama, at least as the set of the murder mystery would 
indicate: ''an acting area . . . in as realistic an idiom as 
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possible" (7). Stoppard delights, however, in exposing the 
artifice and conventions of so-called realism. He mocks, 
for instance, the stock situation, the clumsy and lengthy 
exposition, and the staid language of the thriller genre. 
For example, Mrs. Drudge, the maid in the play-within-a-
play, answers the phone, "Hello, the drawing room of Lady 
Muldoon' s country residence one morning in early spring?'' 
(15). As Ronald Hayman remarks, Stoppard rather quickly 
''strips a theatrical situation of all possibilities of 
passing itself off as anything but a theatrical situation" 
(69), and in this case he chooses to expose a very tired 
theatrical situation. 
The second level of action involves the audience 
itself in the frame play, or as Hayman aptly terms it "a 
play outside a play" (69). (Note the parallels with 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.) Originally, Stoppard sets 
up careful lines between the two play worlds. The audience 
accepts the two critics, Birdboot and Moon, as more real 
than the characters in the play they are watching. For 
example, audience members are bound to identify with Moon 
who flips through his program and crosses his legs as he 
waits for the play to begin. These men, then, come to 
represent ''an extension of our own reality,'' in the words 
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of one scholar (Schlueter 92). In fact, Stoppard's 
directions dictate that "the audience appear to be 
confronted by their own reflection in a huge mirror ... The 
total effect ... can be progressively faded out ... until 
the front remains to remind us of the rest and then, 
finally, merely two seats [remain], one of which is now 
occupied by Moon" (7). Birdboot will join him in the 
adjoining seat. As theatre critics, these two characters 
make ideal representatives of the audience because of their 
critical detachment. Thus, Stoppard further emphasizes the 
distinction between the play world and the ''nonplay" 
(Schlueter 93). Of course, these men are indeed characters 
in a play, the play the audience is watching, and Stoppard 
immediately has fun with the paradoxical nature of the 
frame play by having the two critics debating on whether 
the play has started or not (Schlueter 93). Finally, after 
surveying the empty stage, Moon concludes, ''It's a pause" 
(10). (Clearl_y Stoppard is taking a playful stab at a 
sometimes overused technique of modern theatre and having 
fun with the metafictional structure of his play at the 
same time.) 
/ 
Gradually, however, Stoppard breaks down the barriers 
between the ''play'' and "nonplay'' worlds which he had 
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established earlier. As the audience listens to the 
critics' differing reactions to the play, they become aware 
of great discrepancies between the two men's experiences 
and judgments of the play. The play itself, as has been 
noted, is derivative, badly staged and acted, with stiff 
and meaningless dialogue. But Moon and Birdboot seem to be 
watching a different play from the one being staged and 
from each other. Birdboot, for instance, praises the work 
as pure entertainment, "a rattling good evening out" (43). 
Yet, Moon sees the play as an intellectual achievement of 
great philisophical depth which demands "close 
examination": 
within the austere framework of what is seen 
to be on one level a country-house week-end, 
and what a useful symbol that is, the author 
has given us--yes, I will go so far--he has 
given us the human condition (42). 
These discrepancies underline the subjective nature of 
perception, one of the central themes of Stoppard's 
nuts-and-bolts comedies. According to scholar Lucina 
Paquet Gabbard, Stoppard is commenting on the "absence of 
an objective literary experience," the inability of the art 
patron to make a neutral and detached judgment about the 
art he is experiencing: "each spectator responds from 
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within himself through the process of empathy" or 
''identification'' ( 62) . That is to say that each audience 
member brings his own expectations, desires, mood and 
experiences to a performance. In an even larger sense, 
however, all sensory perceptions and ''objective facts" 
become suspect. In fact, Ludwig Wittgenstein, the 
philosopher whose ideas seem to most stir Stoppard's 
imagination (see Jumpers, Dogg's Hamlet, Cahoot's Macbeth, 
Professional Foul), states in a revision of his previous 
work on language theory that objective facts are an 
illusion since one perceives life through language (in 
Jenkins 88). In Artist Descending a Staircase, Sophie's 
misleading description of the painting in question bears 
out this point. The best one can hope for, it seems, is 
versions of reality, as the conflicting eye-witness reports 
in After Magritte illustrate. The portrayal of this concept 
undermines the clear-cut distinction of "illusion" versus 
"reality'' which Stoppard has established in the beginning 
of The Real Inspector Hound. For, while the audience 
originally was set up to expect a "realistic'' play framed 
by an even more ''realistic'' narrative ( in the odd sense 
that metafictional art claims to be more "honest" than 
realism), the play is actually made up of "two levels of 
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irreality," as Ronald Hayman notes (69). Thus, it should 
not surprise the audience to learn by the end of the play 
' that there is no ''real" Inspector Hound--at least not 
really. Significantly, Stoppard leads the audience to this 
conclusion against the backdrop of a murder mystery, a 
genre in which belief in deductive reasoning and objective 
perception is essential. And as they are drawn to this 
conclusion, the farcical elements of the play become 
stronger and stronger and the two plot lines gradually 
begin to merge. 
As Stoppard undermines the boundary between reality 
and fiction in his play worlds, he leads his audience to 
examine elements of "illusion" and ''theatre'' in what is 
commonly experienced as everyday life. His incisive parody 
of critics, for example, targets the custom of 
role-playing--acting in the off-stage world, the practice 
by which human beings create and define their public 
identities, a favorite Stoppardian theme. In this case, 
Moon and Birdboot, in their roles as critics, are actually 
acting out parts in which they have cast themselves. 
Stoppard's stage directions, for instance, indicate that 
both critics ''have a 'public' voice, a critic voice which 
they turn on for sustained pronouncements of opinions'' 
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(21), and Moon is so caught up in the role that he even 
reviews Birdboot's review of another play, which has, to 
the envy of Moon, been reproduced in its entirety in neon 
on a theatre marquee: 
It has scale, it has colour, it is, in the 
t best sense of the word, electric. Large as it is, it is a small masterpiece--! would go 
so far as to say--kinetic without being pop, 
and having said that, I think it must be 
said that here we have a review that adds a 
new dimension to the critical scene ... , for this is the stuff of life itself. (15) 
As critics, Moon and Birdboot participate in a 
self-conscious, self-perpetuating world of artifice, as 
their language indicates, despite Moon's preposterous claim 
that "this is the stuff of life itself" (15). In an 
interview, Stoppard said of his own experience as a 
journalist and drama critic: "There is a sort of 
second-rate journalism that presents the journalist more 
than the subject. I did that" (''The Joke's The Thing" 67). 
Thus, both men view the whodunnit through a filter of 
especially deceptive language, stock responses and literary 
cliches, which have more to do with how they see (or 
fantasize) their own roles as critics than with the actual 
, 
performance taking place. More specifically, Birdboot, who 
writes for the popular audience (Jenkins 52), enters the 
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theatre with a set of preconceived and arbitrary notions 
that result from this stance. Before he even sits down, he 
jokes with Moon that "Me and the lads have had a meeting in 
the bar and decided it's first-class family entertainment 
but if it goes on beyond half-past ten it's self-indulgent" 
(8); while Moon, who views himself as an intellect, cites a 
great catalogue of literary works which he sees as 
influencing the play's origins: "Kafka, Sartre, 
Shakespeare, St. Paul, Beckett, Birkett, Pinero, 
Pirandello, Dante and Dorothy L. Sayers" (42), but fails to 
mention Agatha Christie (Jenkins 53) whose plays The 
Unexpected Guest (Brassell 94) and Mousetrap are clearly 
the sources for the insipid and imitative whodunnit. 
Indeed, Moon's intellectual pretensions have so far removed 
him from reality that he fails to recognize that the play 
is a murder mystery, despite the fact that he is staring at 
the set of a drawing room with a dead body strewn across 
the floor: 
BIRDBOOT: ... it's a sort of thriller .•.. 
MOON: Is it? 
BIRDBOOT: That's what I heard. Who-killed 
thing?--no-one-will-leave-the-house? 
MOON: I suppose so. Underneath. 
BIRDBOOT: Underneath?!? It's a whodunnit, 
man!--Look at it! (9) 
Therefore, Moon's and Birdboot's chosen occupation, with 
53 
'I 
its predetermined jargon and concepts of theatre, actually 
prevents them from seeing the truth about the play they 
have come to review. Thus, like Inspector Foot of After 
Magritte, the critic's perceptions are distorted by their 
ambitions and personal vanities (Jenkins 58). Their 
critical detachment, the common stance of literary 
reviewers, is an illusion, no more real than an actor's 
pose. Moon and Birdboot sustain this illusion by acting 
and talking in a manner which fulfills the expectations and 
assumptions that they and others hold of their role of 
critics. Thus they create a degree of "theatre" in their 
own lives, as do we all to a greater-or-lesser extent, 
according to Stoppard. In this case, however, the roles 
are as stiff and meaningless as the play taking place on 
stage, as the language of these men suggest. Like the 
characters in the whodunnit, then, Moon and Birdboot speak 
a language deadened to any real essential meaning, as 
scholar Brian M. Crossley notes: 
We hear in the facile proclamations of these two 
critics, a langauage which is no longer 
vital .... The critical language they use 
throughout merely echoes the hackneyed dialogue 
of the play they review. The fact of their 
actual involvement on stage thereafter is, in 
effect, an extension in deed of their semantic 
complicity. (79) 
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But, the play is not merely a play about drama critics 
or even one about art in general. In fact, Stoppard 
insists that ''the one thing that The Real Inspector Hound 
isn't about, as far as I'm concerned, is theatre critics," 
although as a former drama critic himself, he finds critics 
to be a "known and defined" target to parody, in terms of 
"integral entertainment value." Instead, he states, "I 
originally conceived a play, exactly the same play, with 
simply two members of an audience getting involved in the 
play-within-the-play .... It was never a play about drama 
critics" (''Ambushes" 8). Rather, Moon ironically comes 
closer to the truth when he declares "that here we are 
concerned with ... the nature of identity" (32), as June M. 
Schlueter notes in her discussion of the play: 
The Real Inspector Hound is, indeed, about the 
"nature of identity," its central concern being 
that of a functional or role-playing self. The 
plight of the critics is reminiscent of our own 
acqu.iescence to the demands of social convention, 
which constantly force us to assume a fictive 
identity and may result in the essential self's 
becoming indistinguishable from the role. (95) 
Besides acting out their public identities, however, 
Moon and Birdboot both occupy private, fantasy worlds, the 
musings and dreams of the inner-man. Moon, for example, is 
caught up in his rivalry with Higgs, the paper's 
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first-string critic for whom Moon is only a stand-in, while 
Birdboot, a sensualist who nosily chomps on chocolates 
throughout the show (Gabbard 62), is obsessed with his 
amorous libido and the actresses who are the objects of his 
infatuations. In fact, the two colleagues are so 
distracted by these preoccupations that they are unable to 
respond meaningfully to the play they are watching or even 
hold a sustained conversation with each other. They 
frequently talk right past each other: 
BIRDBOOT: Do you believe in love at first sight? 
MOON: It's not that I think I'm a better 
critic--
BIRDBOOT: I feel my whole life changing--
MOON: I am but it's not that .... (30) 
Indeed they converse almost straight through the 
performance they are supposed to be reviewing, paying scant 
attention to the production. Ironically, these inner, 
subjective worlds are no more liberating or enlightening 
than Moon's and Birdboot's public roles, primarily because 
they are avenues of escape which only serve to remove 
Birdboot and Moon one step further from the realities of 
life and art. They are as stiff, meaningless, and trite as 
the stale mystery unfolding on stage, as the cliched 
language of these men's conservations indicate (e.g., "love 
;,,,;,, ... 
·,-:i;;: __ __,c._ 
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at first sight,'' ''call me an infatuated old fool" [ 30]). 
In this sense, Moon and Birdboot resemble the ''grotesques'' 
of Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio, characters who 
embrace one "truth''--an issue, idea, dream, or concept--to 
the exclusion of all other ''truths," so much so that the 
grotesques lose their humanity and ability to participate 
fully in real life. (A real life example of a grotesque, 
drawn from modern psychology, is the codependent wife of an 
alcoholic, a woman who lives her life around covering up 
her husband's addiction and blaming his alcoholism for 
everything wrong in her life. Her life, therefore, 
revolves entirely around his addiction.) Moon's rivalry 
with Higgs, for instance, not only provides him with handy 
excuses for his lack of success, but his status as Riggs's 
stand-in actually has come to define Moon's very existence 
and reality, as Moon too readily admits: 
BIRDBOOT: Where's Higgs? 
MOON: I'm standing in. 
MOON and BIRDBOOT: Where's Higgs? 
MOON: Every time. 
BIRDBOOT: What? 
MOON: It is as if we only existed one at a time, 
combining to achieve continuity. I keep 
space warm for Higgs. My presence defines 
his absence, his absence confirms my 
presence, his presence precludes mine ..•. 
When Higgs and I walk down the aisle 
together to claim our common seat, the 
oceans will fall into the sky and the trees 
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will hang with fishes. (8-9) 
Moon lives for the day that he will be his paper's c
hief 
drama critic and weaves elaborate fantasies around t
his 
wish: 
It will follow me to the grave and become my 
epitaph--Here lies Moon the second string: 
where's Higgs? ... Sometimes I dream of 
revolution, a bloody coup d'etat by the second 
rank--troupes of actors slaughtered by their 
understudies .... I dream of champions chopped 
down by rabbit-punching sparring partners while 
eternal bridesmaids turn and rape the 
bridegrooms over the sausage rolls and 
parliamentary private secretaries plant bombs in 
the Minister's Humber ... stand-ins of the world 
stand up! 
Beat. 
Sometimes I dream of Higgs. (10) 
In the same manner, Birdboot, frustrated and dominat
ed 
by an unexciting marriage, plans his escape into a w
orld of 
romance and sexual freedom. His sexual desires and 
fantasies, however, conflict with his social role as
 a 
''family man" (11) and when he later tries to openly act on 
them, Moon warns him that he is jeopardizing his "family, 
... friends ... [and] high standing in the world of 
letters" (52). So, as one critic points out in a Freudian 
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analysis1 of the play, Birdboot reveals his wish to be free 
of his marital obligations by "unprovoked protestations to 
the contrary" (Gabbard 61), the very opposite of open, 
honest, congruent use of language, as his conversations 
with Moon indicate. The lack of candor leads to some comic 
misunderstandings: 
BIRDBOOT: I'll give you a tip, then. Watch the 
girl. 
MOON: You think she did it? ... 
BIRDBOOT: No, no--the girl watch her. 
MOON: What girl? 
BIRDBOOT: You won't know her. I'll give you a 
nudge. 
MOON: You know her, do you? 
BIRDBOOT (suspiciously, bridling): What's that 
supposed to mean? 
MOON: I beg your pardon? (11) 
And Moon's seemingly innocent and complimentary comment 
that he supposes that Birdboot has made the professional 
reputations of dozens of actresses meets with this 
explosive response: 
BIRDBOOT (instantly outraged): I'll have you 
know that I'm a family man devoted to my 
homely but good-natured wife, and if you're 
----------1 Lucina Paquet Gabbard's Freudian interpretations 
provide some insights into Stoppard's plays, but they 
frequently lead to conclusions that seem unwarranted by 
the text. Sh~ claims, for example, that "Birdboot and 
Moon are antithetical halves of the oedipal wish" (65). 
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suggesting--
MOON: No, no--
BIRDBOOT: A man of my scrupulous morality--
MOON: I'm sorry--
BIRDBOOT: --falsely besmirched-- (11) 
The two critics are so caught up in their own spiels that 
communication between them has completely broken down. 
Thus, as the breakdown of communication indicates, 
Moon and Birdboot cannot--or will not--perceive reality. 
Like the characters of Stoppard's novel, they act out the 
rigid social roles and escape into private fantasy lives 
they have carved out for themselves as a means of 
self-identification and self-protection in a baffling 
world. But, these psychological defenses also screen out 
the lights of truth. They limit one's ability to 
objectively perceive "reality'' and thus to effectively 
communicate with others and participate fully in daily 
life. For, just as Moon and Birdboot are blinded to the 
truth about the play they are watching, they are also 
blinded to any real self-awareness. Their art is certainly 
no better or more creative than the art being performed "on 
stage." It is this lack of awareness that leads to the 
tragic downfall of the two critics, since they do not see 
the parallels being developed between the lives of the 
stage characters and themselves. 
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For example, Birdboot is like Simon, the romantic 
cad who forsakes the love of Felicity to pursue Cynthia, 
his new love interest, just as Birdboot transfers his favor 
from the actress playing Felicity to the woman playing 
Cynthia. Meanwhile, the script is setting Simon up as the 
next murder victim, with Simon's philandering providing 
motives for three suspects to kill him. For instance, when 
Simon breaks off his affair with Felicity, she cries "I'll 
kill you for this, Simon Gascoyne!" (22), while Cynthia 
later threatens "If I find that you have been untrue to me 
... I will kill you, Simon Gascoyne!" (29), and Magnus, the 
crippled half-brother of Lord Muldoon (Cynthia's husband 
whose mysterious disappearance has never been explained), 
also makes death threats and attempts to run Simon down 
with a wheelchair for courting Cynthia. Indeed, at the end 
of the second act, Simon is shot from off-stage. Birdboot 
is not oblivious to the machinations of the murder plot . 
He • is, as it ironically turns out, a rather good detective; 
however, during intermission he is lured on stage by a 
phone call from his wife, Myrtle. (It is at this point, 
when Moon answers the play-telephone on the stage set and 
calls Birdboot to the phone, that the two worlds of "stage 
play" and ''audience" begin to collide.) When the action 
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resumes, Birdboot assumes the role of Simon. At first he 
hesitates because he maintains a tenuous hold on "reality," 
but he cannot resist this opportunity to play out his 
fantasy role of romantic cad. In one sense, it is his 
erotic desires that entrap him. But, in another sense, he 
is also caught up in the myth of unbridled passion that 
Simon portrays, which must represent an attractive escape 
from a humdrum and frustrating domestic life. Indeed, 
Birdboot's trite view of romance is already mirrored in the 
love affair being portrayed on stage: 
CYNTHIA: We can't go on meeting like this! 
SIMON: We have nothing to be ashamed of! 
CYNTHIA: But darling, this is madness! 
SIMON: Yes!--I am mad with love for you! (24-25) 
Now this language ensnares him and Birdboot's own 
sentiments cast him into a slightly seedier version of 
Simon's role, as the first act is rerun with Birdboot in 
the role of Simon. For example, the love scene between 
Simon and Cynthia is recast like this: 
CYNTHIA ... : We can't go on meeting like this! 
BIRDBOOT: I am not ashamed to proclaim nightly 
my love for you!--but fortunately that will 
not be necessary--! know of a very good 
hotel, discreet--run by a man of the world--
CYNTHIA: But darling, this is madness! 
BIRDBOOT: Yes! I am mad with love. (46) 
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As an audience representative, Birdboot is 
more-or-less a "real life" character, but on stage, he is, 
if anything, more ridiculous than any of the characters in 
the silly whodunnit because he takes his own fictions, his 
role as critic and his sexual fantasies, for reality. This 
point is not lost on the fictional characters, Hound and 
Simon, who eventually change places with Moon and Birdbobt. 
Even these trumped-up characters maintain a better grasp on 
reality than the two "real'' critics do, although they fall 
easily into the established jargon of the reviewer: 
SIMON: One has only to compare this ragbag with 
the masters of the genre to see that here we 
have a trifle that is not my cup of tea at 
al 1 ... . 
HOUND: ... It lacks elan. 
SIMON: Some of the cast seem to have given up 
acting altogether .... (54) 
Simon is, of course, correct in his assessment. For 
Birdboot, like Guildenstern, cannot distinguish between 
acting and being, between role and reality. Thus he is 
duped into becoming enmeshed into the fatal action on 
stage, completely making a "fool'' of himself, a judgment 
upon which Moon and Cynthia confer: 
MOON: Have you taken leave of your tiny mind? ... 
CYNTHIA: Stop--can't you see you're making a 
fool of yourself! 
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MOON: She's right. 
BIRDBOOT (to MOON): You keep out of this. (47) 
Stoppard's comedic technique here is brilliant, as t
he 
ironies pile up one on top of the other and the two 
worlds 
of the play completely intertwine and overlap in a 
fast-moving counterpoint. 
Moon, who is the more cerebral of the pair, at first
 
perceives the madness of the rapidly deteriorating 
I 
situation and warns Birdboot in orie of the funniest 
lines 
in the comedy: "You're turning it into a complete fa
rce" 
(52). When Moon does take his place on stage, however, he 
assumes the role of the detective, Inspector Hound, 
a role 
flattering to his self-image as an intellectual que
stioner, 
just as Birdboot plays the part of the dashing lover. For 
it is Moon who asks of the play: ''Does it ... declar
e its 
affiliations?''; " ... what in fact is the play concer
ned 
with?''; and even "Where is God?" (32), although Birdboot 
proves to be a much better detective, perhaps becaus
e he 
has less intellectual pretensions. Moon, as it tur
ns out, 
has been asking the wrong--or at least an inappropr
iate--
set of questions. (As a self-styled philosopher caught up 
in,an academic bubble, Moon is a descendant of Mr. M
oon and 
a forerunner of Professor George Moore, the protago
nist of 
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Jumpers and Professor George Anderson, the hero of 
Professional Foul.) Birdboot, on the other hand, evinces a 
natural curiosity in the mystery and he hazards a few 
guesses as to the identity of the murderer, which turn out 
to be, ironically, correct. In addition, it is Birdboot 
who discovers the identity of the dead body which has lain 
on stage, unheeded, since the play's opening scene. This 
discovery leads Birdboot to figure out the identity of the 
murderer as well, but just as he is about to apprise Moon 
of the situation, he.is killed by the cliched shot from the 
wings. Knowledge, it would seem, comes too late to save 
Birdboot, and his ability to reason fails to save him from 
the trap he· has helped to lay for himself. He dies, 
muttering the words, "Now--finally--I see it all--" (53). 
Ironically, the corpse is none other than Higgs, 
Moon's rival. Moon, who has been more concerned with 
uncovering the theme than following the plot, is stunned to 
learn of the death of his senior and even wonders aloud 
"Who would want to • • • kill Higgs?'' (53), although he has 
continually fantasized about ending Higgs's career or life. 
In fact, as literary critic Lucina Paquet Gabbard points 
out, "the play literally reverberates with Moon's wish to 
kill" and the deat~ threats which proliferate throughout 
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the second act are all motivated by jealousy (63). Now, 
Moon, anxious to cover up his own motive for killing Higgs 
and ''a little wild'' (55) in his grief for Birdboot, steps 
into the detective's role and begins to make elaborate 
speculations concerning the killer's identity and motive. 
Like his literary criticism, these deductions are quite 
impressive, but as Felicity points out, the theory just 
"doesn't make sense" (57). And neither Moon's power of 
reasoning nor his verbal prowess proves very effective in 
the face of a genuine puzzle. In fact, he begins to lose 
all sense of objectivity when faced with the 
materialization--the reality--of his fantasy. His fantasy 
of freedom from the oppression of living in Higgs's shadow 
has preoccupied him for so long that he can no longer 
distinguish between his dream life and his true actions and 
begins to doubt his own sanity. Breaking down under the 
·weight of Magnus's questioning, Moon sputters such brokens 
phrases as "I'm not mad ..• I'm almost sure I'm not mad 
... "; "But I didn't kill --I'm almost sure I--"; and ''I 
only dreamed • • • sometimes I dreamed--'' (58; emphasis 
added). Magnus, then, exposes Moon as a phony and mad 
Inspector Hound, who has a motive, a ''private and 
inscrutable" reason for killing Higgs (58), and claims to 
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be the real Inspector Hound, who has been masquerading as 
Magnus Muldoon as a "mere subterfuge" (58). He also 
reveals that he is Cynthia's missing husband, Albert, whose 
amnesia was cured when '' fate''--often a heavy-handed player 
in bad thrillers--''cast him back into the home he left 
behind" (59). Magnus's declaration that he has been 
"leading a double 1 ife--at least'' ( 59) is substantiated 
when Moon recognizes him as Puc~eridge, who is Moon's 
stand-in or the stand-in's stand-in. Magnus, of course, 
has his own "private and inscrutable reasons" (58) for 
wishing both Higgs and Moon dead and for killing Birdboot 
when he has discovered Magnus's true identity. And having 
framed Moon for Higgs's murder, he shoots Moon "in the name 
of the law" <-~) • Like Moon and Birdboot, Puckeridge is a 
/,;/ 
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role-player, but he consciously manipulates the game of 
life. He is not an unconscious victim. In other words, 
Puckeridge acts (without scruples a la Lord Malquist) while 
Moon only dreams, and thus he earns Moon's begrudging 
"admiration" (59) for realizing Moon's own fantasy of a 
"bloody coup d'etat by the second''--or in this case the 
third--''rank" ( 10). Moon dies, pronouncing Puckeridge a 
"cunning bastard" (59). 
In performance, the play proceeds at a breakneck 
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speed, becoming increasingly wilder and more improbable as 
its plot unfolds. It leaves the audience, if confused, 
laughing at its bizarre twists, incessant puns and 
self-parody. Even the playwright himself confided in an 
interview that he did not how the plot would turn out until 
well after he had started writing it; he only knew that he 
,t.;) 
"wanted it somehow to resolve itself in a breathtakingly 
neat, complex but utterly comprehensible way'' ( "Ambushes" 
8). The play's mystery plot does indeed reach a dazzling 
and "very, very carefully constructed" ("Ambushes" 8) 
conclusion. After all, Stoppard has always delighted in 
imposing artistic order on the chaos he creates (Hayman 
51). But the darker mysteries of the human psyche which 
lay underneath the comedy's playful parody remain 
"unsolved." The play suggests that we live in a world of 
"private and inscrutable" motives, double lives and 
elaborate subterfuges, unable to know another or to expect 
another to behave according to our own private logic, 
unable even to learn from our own mistakes, due largely to 
the unconscious nature of many of our psychological 
processes, as scholar Lucina Paquet Gabbard points out in 
her study of The Real Inspector Hound: 
Moon and Birdboot are bound to identify with the 
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characters of this play; and they do, although 
not immediately. One of the idiosyncracies of 
the identification process is its primarily 
unconscious nature. Like all spectators, Moon 
and Birdboot seem relatively unaware of their 
synonymity with the fictional characters until 
they are totally caught up. At that point, they 
have lost themselves--in the strictest sense of 
the words. They have projected their inner 
selves onto the stage ..•. The unconscious nature 
of the response promotes the inability to learn 
from dramatic experience, which Stoppard notes in 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. (63) 
Thus, the two critics are victims of the dark recesses of 
their own subjective minds. Their critical faculties an 
illusion, Moon and Birdboot are trapped by their own 
psychological defenses, the games they play with language 
and thought. Neither do they take responsibility for their 
conscious thoughts and actions. For instance, they do not 
foresee the consequences of their own desires until they 
are trapped on stage, unable to reclaim their seats which 
have been occupied by two more savvy "actors," Simon and 
Inspector Hound. Thus, as Stoppard states, the play, on 
one level, recounts the ''dangers. of wish-fulfillment" 
("Ambushes" 8). For Moon and Birdboot become so engaged 
within the illusions of private fantasy worlds and rigid 
social roles that they eschew true awareness and lose their 
lives and selves, as the play's plot suggests. 
Whereas Artist Descending A Staircase and After 
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Magritte portray man's limited cosmic perspective and the 
inability of language and man's other faculties to bridge 
this void, The Real Inspector Hound conveys Stoppard's 
suspicions that objective observation, even from the most 
ideal perspective, in this case, from a spectator's seat 
and the stance and language of critical detachment, • 1S 
impossible, due to the nature of the human mind. This 
implication spills over into all ''objective" disciplines, 
including science and philosophy. In this light, Moon's 
jubilant claim "'Voila'--I think we are entitled to 
ask--Where is God?" (32) reverberates emptily. In Where 
Are They Now? and Jumpers, the playwright continues to 
question our entitlement to ask that question and even its 
relevance. Where Are They Now? further explores the impact 
of the subjective mind on man's ability to communicate and 
perceive truth, focusing on the roles of memory and 
sentiment in the perception process. 
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Memory and Language: Where are They Now? 
On the surface, Where are They Now? seems very 
different than the other plays discussed in this section. 
While The Real Inspector Hound and After Magritte are set 
in absurd, almost surrealistic circumstances, Where are 
They Now? is presented in the realistic, commonplace 
setting of a preparatory school reunion. Its humor is 
understated and bittersweet rather than slapstick, and this 
play concerns itself more with character development than 
the other two short plays written around the same time. In 
fact, it seems to be drawn from Stoppard's own school days, 
an experience he describes as "negative," alienating and 
boring ("Ambushes" 3). But, as an examination will reveal, 
Where are They Now?, in its own style, also concerns itself 
with the absurdity of daily living and social norms, and 
humanity's ina~~lity--or perhaps in this case, lack of 
desire--to discern truth from illusion. 
Like the other plays, Where are They Now? consists of 
several levels of mysteries. The first mystery the 
audience must solve is one of frame of reference, for the 
radio play's action bounces back and forth between a school 
dinner, set in 1945, and an ''Old Boys' Dinner" taking place 
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in 1969. Stoppard's directions mandate that the play ''move 
between the two without using any of the familiar grammar 
of fading down and fading up; the action is continuous'' 
(63). With a lack of visual cues, the listening audience 
may take several minutes to sort out the time frames, as 
one conversation seems to pick up where the other left off, 
despite the difference of twenty-four years. In addition, 
the audience must match the boys of the past to the men 
they have become. The boys in the past are called only by 
their nicknames, "Groucho," "Harpe," and "Chico,'' calling 
attention to man's dependence on names and thus on language 
in understanding the world he perceives. Eventually, the 
\ 
listeners get enough clues to match up the little boys with 
the alumni attending the ''Old Boys' Dinner." 
But then, even larger and more cosmically significant 
discrepancies are discovered. For instance, the men at the 
table cannot agree on the quality of the burgundy they are 
drinking, wine which Marks dismisses as ''cheapish, reddish 
and Spanish" (72-73) but which Brindley holds is good 
French burgundy. Thus, Stoppard casts doubt on the 
reliability of our senses. He also demonstrates how memory 
can distort reality. For example, Marks, formerly the 
quiet, fearful Harpe who cried and prayed before the French 
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class he dreaded, romanticizes his painful schoolboy past 
as ''the happiest days of .•. life'' (74). He is so caught 
up in this myth that he sends his own son to the school and 
eulogizes the recently deceased French master, Jenkins, who 
beat and humiliated the students. Furthermore, Marks's 
claim that a nickname signaled acceptance is belied by a 
flashback showing Crawford, a very recent graduate, beating 
some younger students, including Marks's son, for giving 
him the name "Crackers" (75-76). In addition, two of the 
old men attending the banquet, a gentleman who 
significantly bears the same name as the hated French 
teacher, "Jenkins," and Dobson, an alumnus and former Latin 
master, argue incessantly over details of their school 
days. Jenkins, for instance, insists that he was a 
''weekday boarder" ( 69) , while Dobson holds that there never 
was any ''such thing" (69), not even during the war. 
Jenkins remembers playing squash, while Dobson insists, "we 
have never been a squash school" (74). Finally, the old 
men dismiss each other as senile imposters. As one critic 
points outs, these .. men "might have been at different 
schools" (Jenkins 68) and indeed one of them has. When the 
alumni stand to sing their alma mater, it is revealed that 
the nostalgic old man Jenkins has accidently attended the 
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''Old Hovians' Dinner" instead of the reunion of his own 
school, "Oakleigh House for the Sons of Merchant Seamen's 
Widows" (81), which is being held downstairs at the same 
club. 
Language is a key culprit in this game of illusions. 
Like many of Stoppard's characters, Marks uses it to 
sustain the role he has put on. Once the timid Harpo who 
let his friends speak for him, he has emerged as a 
boastful, take-charge boor, partially, one would assume, as 
a defense mechanism to protect him against pain and 
vulnerability in a harsh environment (Jenkins 67). To 
bolster this self-image, he creates an appropriate past for 
himself. He does not alter the content of the past very 
much, at least not consciously, but he colors it. This 
nostalgia, like all romanticism, is largely sustained by 
clich~s (as well as the wine of dispute). The banquet, for 
instance, is aptly called the "Old Boys' Dinner." And 
Marks's conversation is full of schoolboy slang, such as 
"old chap" (67), "cut above the average" (67), "buckling 
down" (75), and ''little beggar" (75). He declares his 
school days are ''the happiest days of my life, to coin a 
phrase" (74), a colloquialism which points out the 
absurdity of cliches, because here it means the opposite of 
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its denotation. At one point, Marks's language breaks down 
into complete meaninglessness, largely because of his 
drunkenness, a state which allows him to sustain his 
sentimentality most effectively: ''Cheapish, reddish and 
Spanish, mark my word or my name's not Mark--or rather--" 
(73). such deception supports the fabric of nationalism, 
chauvinism and every other brand of dangerous--and not so 
dangerous--sentimentality, as the school song suggests. 
Set to the tune of ''Onward Christian Soldiers," it 1 ifts 
school spirit and even militarism to the heights of 
religion: 
Spread the flag of Britian 
All around the globe! 
And the lessons we have learned 
In happy days at Hove! (81) 
But Marks is not the only character implicated in 
sustaining a favorite version of reality through language. 
Jenkins, it turns out, is supporting the most fragile and 
desperate illusion of past happiness of all. After a harsh 
and lonely life serving overseas, he needs a dream to 
sustain him, as his lyrical and meaningless portrait of 
school life suggests: 
Once I'd retired and life was all leave, well I 
began to feel I was abroad again. Dammit, I was 
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homesick .... Or schoolsick. I think I came back 
just to attend this dinner, for the first 
time .... The old school was my England, you see; 
at least it was the part I knew best and thought 
about, and missed. I had a fine time ... good 
friends. We all seemed to belong to each other, 
you know. Do you know what I mean? ... 
Oh yes ... where are they now, the snows of 
yesteryear? Life was simpler then. And England 
was such a pretty place. I swear people were 
nicer. I don't remember such desperation over 
... winning the next trick. Yes, the old school 
was damned good to me. And it was all 
pasture-land then, you know. On long summer 
evenings when we were all in bed and almost 
asleep, we'd hear the farmer's boy on the hill, 
calling the cattle home, singing them home ... 
God, yes. (73-74) 
Poor old Jenkins, who claims to know his boyhood days 
"best, 11 is actually the farthest from the truth. The years 
and his psychological need have blurred the past to the 
point where he actually attends the wrong reunion and stays 
throughout its entirety. 
The headmaster is also guilty of a kind of language 
deception. Out of a sense of propriety, he eulogizes the 
sadistic French professor with high-flown praise. His 
words lie not so much in denotation as in connotation, as 
he remembers Jenkins as a "stern man 
in his eyes, ••• demanding standards 
• • • 
• • • 
[with] a twinkle 
[and] a passion 
for his subject" (77). Gale's words of remembrance, 
however, stand out in stark contrast: 
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We walked into French like condemned men. We 
were too afraid to learn. All our energy went into ingratiating ourselves and deflecting his 
sadism on to our friends. (77-78) 
In contrast to the other characters, then, Gale, 
formerly the wise-cracking Groucho, seems to be the voice 
of truth. Appropriately, he has become an investigative 
reporter, a ''crusading journalist'' (68). He truthfully 
characterizes his youthful self as "a minor bully and a 
prig" (79) and he denounces the headmaster's polite 
memorial rhetoric. But even Gale is vulnerable and limited 
in his perceptions of the past. He reveals that he has 
cast himself in the role of cynic in order to survive 
emotionally: ''I wish I could give ... [small boys] ... the 
scorn to ride them out--those momentous trivialities and 
tiny desolations'' {79), he tells his tablemates. He has 
cast himself in the role of crusader for the innocence and 
happiness of childhood, a state he romantically extols as 
"Last Chance Gulch for happiness" (79). As such, he has 
cut himself off from happier memories, as Marks tells him 
and as the flashback of Gale joyfully playing ball with his 
companions at the end of the play implies. Stoppard's 
directions underline this gap in Gale's own memory: "It is 
a day he has forgotten, but clearly he was very happy" 
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,;~: (81). So while Gale sees and exposes the little fictions 
of others, making fun of the "Mr. Chips" (79) 
sentimentality of the gathering, he does not learn the 
truth for himself, although he attempts, rather 
desperately, to get a grip on reality. He tells Dobson 
that he has come to the reunion and asked to be seated at 
the table of the detested schoolmaster Jenkins in order to 
''see if I'd got him right--if he had any other existence 
which might explain him ... As it is, he'll have to go to 
my grave as I remember him" (79). Instead of the recently 
~ deceased French teacher, however, Gale is seated next to 
the confused and gentle old Jenkins who finds a place card 
bearing his name at the table. 
As the play unfolds, the phrase which makes up the 
work's title, "Where Are They Now?," becomes a motif. 
First, Dobson refers to Hove Magazine's "Where Are They 
Now?" page (68), a question asked by many curious alumni of 
one another. The question becomes more poignant when 
Jenkins nostagically sighs ''where are they now, the snows 
of yesteryear?" (74). Finally the cheated Gale bitterly 
asks, "Where were they then?" (79), the happy days of 
yesteryear. But perhaps the most interesting variation on 
the question is posed by the inebriated Marks upon hearing 
78 
the headmaster pronounce a brief, ritualistic grace: 
for ten years of my life, three times a day, I 
thanked the Lord for what I was about to receive 
and thanked him again for what I had just 
received, and then we lost touch--and I suddenly 
thought, where is He now? (80) 
In the world portrayed in this play, God is reduced to 
cliched graces and the stuffy propriety of "The Reverend 
Mr. Brindley" (67), who insists on being addressed 
correctly. Stoppard's play questions how can we really 
know Him, if He exists at all? We have lost touch, and do 
not apparently have the tools to regain a meaningful 
relationship with the creator. If we cannot sort out the 
small details of our daily lives, how can we form a 
understanding of the cosmos we inhabit? In Jumpers, 
Stoppard examines these questions with great energy and 
depth. 
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Words: The Building Blocks of Communication 
in the Dogg Plays 
\ 
Like Where Are They Now?, Dogg's Our Pet is also set 
at a private school and takes place amid the antics of a 
group of schoolboys whose chief objectives are to have fun 
and avoid the wrath of a tyrannical teacher, in this case 
that of the Headmaster Dogg. The two plays, however, 
differ widely in tone: Where Are They Now? is a bittersweet 
piece bordering on the nostalgic, whereas Dogg's Our Pet, 
while it contains elements of pain and chaos common to 
slapstick humor, is madcap and light. Its characters, like 
those of After Magritte and The Real Inspector Hound, are 
little more than caricatures, designed to serve the play's 
comedy and to facilitate the playful exploration of ideas. 
Both Where Are They Now? and Dogg's Our Pet, however, in 
common with the other nuts-and-bolts comedies, present a 
world of confusion which defies the audience's, as well as 
the characters', attempts to make some sense of it. In 
this way, both plays are intellectual exercises which probe 
humankind's capacity to cope in and understand the world. 
In .particular, Dogg's Our Pet examines one of humanity's 
most basic intellectual tools, language, the process by 
which individuals express and infer meaning. 
Stoppard wrote Dogg's Our Pet for the opening of Ed 
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Berman's The Almost Free Theatre while he was waiting for 
Jumpers to go into rehearsal. Thus it reflects the reading 
and thinking in linguistic philosophy that he had done in 
preparation for writing Jumpers (Jenkins 101). In fact, 
Stoppard writes that the ''linguistic joke behind Dogg's Our 
Pet" (Dogg's Our Pet 81) is derived directly from a section 
of Ludwig Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations 
(Dogg's Hamlet 7), in which the philosopher imagines a 
language "meant to serve for communication between a 
builder ... and an assistant" (Wittgenstein, Philosophical 
Investigations 3). Stoppard takes the ball from 
Wittgenstein and runs with it, boldly translating this 
intriguing idea to the medium of the comedic theatre. 
Words and Meaning 
The opening of the play uses the image of the builder 
and his assistant to graphically portray language at its 
most rudimentary or, in the words of critic Michael 
Billington, as "an arbitrary means of signification" (137). 
In that scene, a workman, Charlie, is building a platform 
for a dedication ceremony of a new school facility and is 
calling out simple requests to an offstage helper: "plank," 
"slab," "block, 11 ''brick, 11 and ''cube." At first the 
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operation runs quite smoothly. It is not until the process 
starts getting jumbled up and the audience listens in on 
the conversation of schoolboys that they come to realize 
,,.., 
that a language other than English is being spoken, and the 
audience members, like Charlie, must learn to function in 
the play's world. Stoppard explains the premise of the 
scene in his preface to the published text: 
A stranger who did not know the language, 
coming upon this scene, would conclude that, probably, the different words described different 
shapes and sizes of wood. But this is not the 
only possible interpretation. 
Suppose, for example, the second man knows in advance which pieces Charlie needs, and in 
what order. In such a case there would be no 
need for Charlie to "name'' the pieces he wants, but only to indicate when he is ready for the 
next one. So the calls might translate thus:--Plank Here! 
Slab Ready! 
Block Next! 
Brick The thrower's name. 
Cube = Thank-you! 
The logic of the scene remains intact: the 
scene works the same way whichever of the two 
"languages" is actually being used (in the case 
of the second ''language'' there is an element of 
coincidence in that a change of word is followed by a change of shape, but coincidence is not illogical). 
But ... the scene works in exactly the same 
way even if Charlie is using one language while his helper (Brick) is using the other. (81) 
The scene points out the random assignment of sounds to 
meaning to form words, the rather crude process of naming 
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which constitutes the foundation of language, a process 
which Stoppard compares to constructing a platform (Londre 
130). This process, as the action illustrates, is 
haphazard at best, especially when Charlie and Brick enlist 
the aid of others, in this case the schoolboys Able and 
Baker. The resulting platform proves "rather wobbly" (92). 
The presence of the playful children, however, seems also 
to indicate that language is a fairly natural and 
spontaneous phenomenon. 
Stoppard, however, does not stop here in his 
exploration of language. He introduces other social 
interactions and new vocabulary. For example, Headmaster 
Dagg comes on the scene (one understands that he is the 
head by his costume and authoritative bearing, and by how 
Charlie, who seems to be the school's janitor, and the 
children react to his presence), and in preparation for the 
upcoming ceremony, hands flags in the school colors (the 
colors match the boy's ties and caps) to the young boys, 
counting as he goes: "sun, dock, trog, slack, pan, sock, 
slight, bright, nun, ... tun, ... what, ... dunce" (84). 
Later, when Charlie turns on the radio, the audience hears 
these same words repeated, and as they listen to the 
announcer and observe the reactions of the boys to the 
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news, the audience comes to understand that they are 
hearing sports scores, as Stoppard's stage directions 
clearly indicate: 
The radio emits the familiar pips, and then a 
voice says, ''Check mumble hardly out" in a 
particular inflection consistent with an 
announcer saying ''Here are the football results." 
And it becomes quite apparent that this is what 
the radio is giving out, in spite of the language 
used, the inflections, that is the speech 
rhythms, are clearly following the familiar 
cadences associated with home wins, away wins and 
draws. (89) 
Thus, the playwright examines the nuances of communication, 
besides the denotations of words, such as context, 
gestures, facial expressions, speech rhythms, and tone and 
pitch of voice. In this sense, words are viewed as rough 
symbols for meaning, which take on color and function as 
they are used. This principle, as Ronald Hayman notes, is 
"both Wittgensteinian and Magrittean" (92). But Stoppard 
takes this proposition in quite another philosophic 
direction from Wittgenstein, implying (most especially in 
Jumpers) that language primarily evolves out of meaning, 
not vice versa, so the limits of language need not form the 
boundary of human thinking and experience. Thus, as he 
gradually teaches the audience to understand, or adapt to, 
a new language, Stoppard illustrates in a very visual and 
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theatrical manner the quotation from Augustine's 
Confessions about the origin of language with which 
Wittgenstein opens the Philosophical Investigations (a 
concept which Wittgenstein claims describes language only 
at its most primitive and unsophisticated level): 
"When they (my elders) named some object, 
and accordingly moved towards something, I saw 
this and I grasped that the thing was called by 
the sound they uttered when they meant to point 
it out. Their intention was shown by their 
bodily movements, as it were the natural language 
of all peoples: the expression of the face, the 
play of the eyes, the movements of other parts of 
the body, and the tone of voice which expresses 
our state of mind in seeking, having, rejecting, 
or avoiding something. Thus, as I heard words 
repeatedly used in their proper places in various 
sentences, I gradually learnt to understand what 
objects they signified; and after I had trained 
my mouth to form these signs, I used them to 
express my own desires." (in Wittgenstein 2) 
Social conventions of Language 
In this light, the playwright seeks to divorce words 
from their customary cultural connotations, in much the 
same way that he rearranges ordinary objects in After 
Magritte, so that the audience may "re-view" and "re-think" 
habitual assumptions about language, which, according to 
Anthony Jenkins, Stoppard sees as "a learned code which 
continually blinds us to its inherent unreliability" (57). 
In a discussion of the play, Ronald Hayman notes this 
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similarity in artistic technique between Dogg's Our Pet and 
After Magritte: 
It is a more abstract play than After Magritte, 
... but it uses combinations of words and 
actions to create rhythms which arouse audience 
expectations. As in music, these are sometimes 
satisfied, sometimes satisfyingly frustrated. (93) 
For this reason, the code language consists mostly of 
common English words which have taken on different meanings 
in their new context (Londre 128). In fact, much of the 
humor in this language experiment results from the 
incongruity of our meanings and those of the language of 
Dagg, as well as from the sound of the new language. For 
instance, the dignified lady who delivers the speech at the 
ceremony politely addresses the audience as "scabs, slobs, 
black yobs, yids, spicks, wops" (92). In addition, the 
platform that Charlie is building is repeatedly being 
knocked down and rebuilt. Thus, the letters on its blocks 
spell out various combinations of words ranging from "DOGG 
POUT THERE ENDS" (90-91) to "DONT UPSET DOGG HERE'' (92). 
(As Stoppard points out in the preface, the play's title, 
Dogg's Our Pet, is an anagram for Dogg's Troupe, the 
company for which he originally wrote the play (80].) Even 
though these sentences have no meaning to the audience, 
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they seem to deeply offend the native "Dagg" (or doggerel) 
( 
speakers on stage, and the headmaster repeatedly throws 
Charlie into the wall in reaction to the writing on the 
platform. On the other hand, Charlie becomes quite 
agitated when the headmaster hands him a flag and 
pronounces the word "dunce" (84), even though in "Dagg" 
that word simply denotes "twelve." The main point to this 
fun is, as scholar Felicia Londre declares, to point out 
"the arbitrariness of social conventions assigned to words" 
(130), such as "scabs" and "yobs," which are merely 
randomly assigned equations of sound to meaning. 
Stoppard's concern with disarming emotionally charged 
words, especially stereotypic and abusive language, had, in 
fact, shown up much earlier in his career, in his novel, 
Lord Malguist and Mr. Moon, when Mr. Moon discovers that 
O'Hara, Malquist's colorfully Irish coachman, actually has 
black skin and speaks with a yiddish accent. Moon is angry 
because his attempt to label and thereby understand O'Hara 
has been frustrated, and he begins ranting at O'Hara: 
"How long have you been a nigger, O'Hara?" ... 
Moon reeled away to surer ground--"Stick to 
your own kind, O'Hara, get back to the jungle and 
leave our women alone! I know you .... You keep 
chickens in the coalshed and urinate on the 
landings .... Oh yes, I've got your number .... 
I've heard your slave songs." (51) 
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Moon goes on to say that while he firmly believes '' in the 
equality and proportionate decency of all mankind 
regardless of race or colour," he wouldn't want his sister 
to marry ''a black man. Or a Chinaman or an Algerian. Or 
an Australian or a Rhodesian or a Spaniard. Or a Mexican 
or a prison warder or a Communist" (53). In his desire to 
define, order and control through language, Moon speaks 
only trite nonsense, unthinkingly embracing cliches--the 
language of habitual labels, which may or may not 
correspond with the reality they attempt to label. Through 
this bombast (and Moon's outbursts cover a variety of 
stereotypic language, including racial, ethnic, political 
and occupational stereotypes), Stoppard exposes all 
stereotypic language, including empty political rhetoric, 
as meaningless cliches, words that are, in a very real 
sense, stripped of their value because they have lost all 
objective or "real" meaning. These words denude 
individuals of their humanity, as people become merely a 
bundle of cliches, like poor O'Hara, who is--admittedly--a 
wonderfully humorous and incongruent bundle of stereotypes. 
Stoppard also pokes fun at socially pretentious and 
affected language. For example, Dirty Linen, a play set in 
a Parliamentary committee meeting, opens with ten speeches 
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of elegantly continental phrases in French, Latin and 
Italian. This chain is eventually broken by 
Cocklebury-Smythe' s spontaneous exclamation of ''bloody 
awkward though," for which he immediately--and 
ironically--apologizes: "Pardon my French" (16). Stoppard 
also satirizes jargon in many of his plays, whether it be 
the prefabricated style and vocabulary of the critics in 
The Real Inspector Hound or the academic formulas of the 
philosophy professors in Jumpers and Professional Foul, a 
habitual language, which, as Jim Hunter points out, allows 
the philosophers to "talk about ethical judgements and 
philosophical 'rules' as if they were merely games" and· 
blinds them to "true need and true moral outrage" and the 
''human significance" of their discipline (119). Thus, 
Stoppard exposes the pretensions and artificiality of the 
"public man"--politicians, social climbers, pedants, 
journalists and ultimately of us all. It is in all the 
slapstick fun of Dogg's Our Pet, that Stoppard, by 
examining the roots of language, provides a philosophic 
basis for his belief that words only work when their 
objective and arbitrary neutrality is respected, a belief 
on which all his witty word play is founded. 
At the end of Dogg's Our Pet, a harassed, frustrated 
89 
and exasperated Charlie mounts the platform and concludes, 
in an echo of Thelma's speech in After Magritte: 
Three points only while I have the platform. Firstly, just because it's been opened, there's 
no need to run amok kicking footballs through 
windows and writing on the walls. It's me who's got to keep this place looking new so let's start by leaving it as we find it. Secondly, I can 
take a joke as well as any man, but I've noticed 
a lot of language about the place and if there's 
one thing I can't stand it's language. I forget 
what the third point is. (94) 
He then reforms the wall to spell out ''DOGGS TROUPE THE 
END" (94). His talk, delivered in modern English, is 
inarticulate and halting, and if the audience did not 
understand its context, it would be almost as 
indecipherable as a speech given in Dagg. Charlie's verbal 
limitations in the world in which he attempts to operate 
1 
have clearly stymied him, to the point where they have 
affected his memory and made him prey to the boy's 
mischievous high jinks, including their manipulation of the 
letters on the blocks to form naughty words. His cry of 
"if there's one thing I can't stand it's language" serves 
to remind the audience of how haphazard and frustrating 
even the most straightforward attempts to communicate with 
others can be. 
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Building on the Platform 
In 1979, Stoppard produced Dogg's Hamlet, which 
combines Dogg's our Pet (1971) with Stoppard's 1976 play 
The (15 Minute) Dogg's Troupe Hamlet to form the first part 
of Dogg's Hamlet, Cahoot's Macbeth. (Even though this 
adaption falls much later chronologically in Stoppard's 
canon, it builds on the same themes as its predecessor. 
Thus it is included here.) In this play, the 
English-speaking workman is renamed Easy, and Charlie is 
one of a number of schoolboys who are performing an 
amateurish and truncated version of Hamlet, enacted, 
significantly, upon the platform which Easy builds. The 
boys, whose native tongue is Dagg, stumble over random 
lines of Shakespeare's Hamlet, reducing its poetry to stiff 
and meaningless rubbish. To the young actors, the lines 
are merely sounds to be memorized in the right order, a 
foreign code. This comic combination of the ridiculous and 
the sublime serves, of course, as an indictment of juvenile 
and amateur productions of Shakespearean classics in which 
the actors cannot even master the language, let alone the 
content. It also exposes some of the lofty conventions and 
pretensions of traditional theatre. For, wrenched so 
cruelly out of context, the emotionally-laden lines and 
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actions seem melodramatic and even silly. 
But it also, most interestingly, reveals the crudity 
of the common clay from which master craftsmen like 
Shakespeare build the most enduring and beautiful 
expressions of human meaning. Indeed, Shakespeare's plays 
are based on the same rickety platform which Easy labors to 
build and the schoolboys stumble all over. Stoppard's 
sense of the transcendence of language, a fragile and rare 
transcendence which is very cautiously constructed, was 
first introduced in "Reunion," in which the nameless 
protagonist experienced a brief and transitory moment of 
happiness and freedom after mouthing a string of nonsense 
symbols, perhaps a precursor of the language of Dogg. The 
possibility of a more enduring and meaningful 
transcendence, however, is an important element in Jumpers, 
as well as in the second part of the evening's 
entertainment, Cahoot's Macbeth, a play which is also 
centered around an informal and abbreviated production of 
Shakespeare. 
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Walls of suppression and Distortion 
In Cahoot's Macbeth, Stoppard presents a chilling 
depiction of the suppression of free speech
2 when a 
Czechoslovakian police inspector barges in on a private 
production of Macbeth because the government frowns on the 
play's subversive content. Cahoot's Macbeth explores what 
happens when political powers and other interested parties 
attempt to subvert, manipulate and exploit the basic 
process by which people communicate. As in Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern and Dogg's Hamlet, there is a stark contrast 
between elegant, dignified lines of Elizabethan poetry and 
a cruder, modern tongue, in this case, the violent, 
menacing language of the sarcastic inspector, who speaks a 
----------2 In his preface to Dogg's Hamlet, Cahoot's Macbeth, 
Stoppard reports that Cahoot's Macbeth was inspired by the 
great Czechoslovakian playwright, Pavel Kohout, who has 
fallen out of favor with government authorities, and is 
forbidden to mount any of his plays on the professional 
stage in his native land. So Kohout has formed a company 
of other forbidden performers who enact versions of great 
classics in the living rooms of their friends. Their first 
production was a remounting of Macbeth (8-9). 
From his earliest days as a writer, then, Stoppard has 
exhibited a concern with the suppression of freedom of 
expression, as well as the abuses of that privilege, 
particularly by the press (e.g., "The Story" and Night and 
Day). This study, however, is primarily concerned with the 
ethics of language as related to the unintentional and 
deliberate misuse of words, which is a related but distinct 
theme. 
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bizarre, overstylized mixture of cliches and barely veiled 
threats. 
Stoppard's word play has often exposed the 
meaninglessness of habitual and trite language, as well as 
of overused hyperbole, as the study of some of his earlier 
plays has revealed. In Albert's Bridge, for example, Kate 
gushes, "If you fell, I'd die," to which Albert replies, 
"So would I" (131), while the city council proclaims the 
Clufton Bay Bridge "the fourth biggest single-span 
double-track shore-to-shore railway bridge in the world bar 
none" (120). But in Cahoot's Macbeth and many of the more 
recent, political plays, the playwright's tone changes to 
one of moral outrage, as the biting sarcasm of the 
inspector's words reveal: 
A few years ago you suddenly had it on toast, 
but when they gave you an inch you overplayed 
your hand and rocked the boat so they pulled the 
rug from under you, and now you're in the 
doghouse ... I mean, that is pure fact. 
Metaphorically speaking. (61) 
The mixed metaphors, trite exp~essions and phrases, such as 
''pure fact, metaphorically speaking,'' indicate a blatant 
disregard for language as an objective and literal code. 
He also talks in doublespeak, unabashedly using words such 
as ''normalization" ( 59) in ways that belie their meaning. 
. n 
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Significantly, the inspector is denying others the natural 
right of free expression and is using this double-speak to 
menace and silence his victims. Thus Stoppard implies a 
link between the general devaluation of language, a 
prevalent theme in Stoppard's canon, and the ability of 
totalitarian regimes to distort and twist words for their 
own evil purposes. In fact, Jim Hunter writes of 
"Stoppard's satire of cliche,'' comparing it to "the bite of 
George Orwell in ... Politics and the English Language": 
If the limits of our language mark the limits 
of our thought, then cliche is pseudo-thought, an 
opting-out, sometimes at the moment when honest 
thinking is most needed. (110) 
Thus, Stoppard is concerned with the integrity of language 
as an intellectual tool in humanity's search for truth and 
the freedom to pursue and express that truth. The 
appearance of Easy, who has wandered in from the first play 
(Dogg's Hamlet), reinforces that point because the audience 
already associates him with the process of making language. 
And indeed, the inspector is somewhat stymied when the 
cast, led by Easy, slips into the language of Dogg. The 
nonsensical sounds and the sheer spontaneity of the 
language seem to strike a blow for the cause of freedom, as 
the inspector admits: "if it's not free expression, I don't 
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know what is!'' (75). Thus Stoppard seems to suggest that 
the process of free and honest expression is a natural 
phenomenon which cannot be entirely suppressed, as 
suggested by the actors' gallant struggle to continue their 
production of Macbeth, a work which even seems to transcend 
its translation into the makeshift language of Dogg. And 
even in the midst of the tragedy of oppression, Stoppard 
seems to delight in the rhythms and sounds of language: 
MALCOLM: Vivay hysterical nose poultice. 
EASY: Double double toil and trouble. (79) 
But the scene ends on a sour note as the inspector and 
his two assistants begin to build a wall across the 
proscenium opening, repeating the imagery which opened the 
evening's entertainment. In this sense, words are the 
tools by which humans can build walls of ignorance and fear 
or platforms from which they share truths. With this 
image, Stoppard expresses what Jim Hunter recognizes as one 
of the playwright's most troubling fears, the suspicion 
that "if language, our closest ally, can so betray us, can 
be so easily distorted by commercial or totalitarian 
forces, what chances of survival exist for truth and 
value?" (94). Jumpers represents an attempt to grapple 
with this nagging question. 
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III JUMPERS: PHILOSOPHY AND LANGUAGE 
Unsolved Mysteries 
Jumpers is a pivotal work in the Stoppard canon. With 
Jumpers, Stoppard set out to compose a major full-length 
play which would rival Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 
(Gabbard 85). In fact, Stoppard admits that he was 
"' attempting something quite ambitious when he wrote Jumpers, 
which he calls a "serious play dealt with in ... farcical 
terms" ("Ambushes" 11) : 
What I try to do is end up by contriving the 
perfect marriage between the play of ideas and 
farce or perhaps even high comedy. ("Ambushes" 7) 
As Stoppard points out in the same interview, the play that 
emerges from this process is not a didactic work, but one 
"which works as a funny play and which makes coherent, in 
terms of theatre, a fairly complicated intellectual 
argument" (7-8), a task which Jumpers accomplishes with 
great energy and style. With Jumpers, then, the playwright 
picks up the threads of issues laid down in earlier works, 
including questions of epistemology and the effectiveness 
of language, and attempts to weave them into a deeper and 
more complex understanding. Stoppard himself uses the 
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analogy of carpet-making to describe the complex 
interweaving of ideas in Jumpers (in Hayman 4). 
Like the "nuts-and-bolts'' comedies, Jumpers is a 
puzzle, a multi-layered mystery. For instance, like After 
Magritte, it opens with a surrealistic scene which seems to 
defy the audience's attempts to make sense of it. The 
progress. An unseen emcee announces the appearance of a 
"much-missed, much-loved star of the musical stage" to 
celebrate "a momentous victory at the polls" (17). A 
beautiful woman enters to applause and cheers from the 
party guests and attempts to sing "Shine on Harvest Moon" 
but does not pick up on the introduction. The emcee 
reintroduces her as "the incomparable, unreliable, neurotic 
Dorothy Moore" (17). This time, however, she confuses the 
lyrics and music with those of "By the Light of the Silvery 
Moon." On subsequent attempts, she also mixes in the 
lyrics of "Blue Moon" and other torch songs until the 
audience comes to realize that she is unable to distinguish 
between "moon songs." The guests' cries of disappointment 
become delighted cheers, however, as another woman moves 
into sight on a swing suspended from a large chandelier. 
On each reappearance into the audience's line of vision, it 
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is apparent that she has removed some clothing until 
gradually she has stripped naked. Next, the voice of the 
announcer proclaims the performance of "the INCREDIBLE--
RADICAL!--1-'IBERAL! !--JUMPERS!!," as a "not especially 
talented troupe'' (18) of acrobats jump, tumble and 
somersault their way onto stage. The unsuccessful and 
apparently intoxicated singer interrupts their act with her 
complaints that the jumpers are not at all "incredible" 
(18). At this point, a disheveled man enters to complain 
about the noise, but he is ignored and wanders off-stage. 
r11he "chanteuse" (20) now sings, wandering among the 
gymnasts as they perform their feats, but their act i.s cut 
short when one of the members is shot a c ._.., the group is 
assembling a human pyramid. The pyramid disintegrates and 
the dyi.ng jumper clings onto the ]_egs of the singer, 
bloodying her gown. The party breaks up. 
.. As the play progresses, the details of this absurd 
opening do fall j_nto pl.ace. 1'hc audience learns that the 
party, a celebration of a political party's smashing 
victory in a national British election, took place at the 
flat ot· George and Dorothy Moore, a "1 uxury penthouse" ( 4 t.i) 
in what had apparently been a grand hotel before it was 
converted into apartments. Dotty, the hostess and singer, 
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is a star of the musical stage, who 
has retired from a 
successful career into the security 
of her bedroom after 
suffering a nervous breakdown when B
ritish astronauts 
landed on the moon. Disillusioned b
y the disintegration of 
romance and myths in a rational age, 
she is no longer able 
to function as a creative, artistic,
 feeling human being. 
Thus, although she is no longer able
 to believe in the 
"incredible" (18) and tells the jumpers that th
ey are by no 
means incredible, she yearns for som
e meaning beyond and 
behind ordinary daily existence. Sh
e is also alienated 
from her husband, George, a professo
r of moral philosophy, 
with whom she no longer has sexual r
elations. 
• George 1s 
the man who complained, unsuccessful
ly, about the noisy and 
wild party. He clings on, rather pr
ecariously, to 
"old-fashioned" values and finds him
self a quaint apologist 
for God in an age which has apparent
ly lost the capacity 
for belief. Ironically, he is unabl
e even to comfort his 
distraught wife or to understand her
 pain. The audience 
also discovers that the swinging str
ipper is actually 
George's secretary, a silent women w
ho quietly takes 
dictation. The unseen emcee is none
 other than Sir 
Archibald Jumper, the vice-chancello
r of George's 
university and a leader of the Rad-L
ib party, which has 
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just come into power. He has organized select members of 
his faculty into a team of gymnasts who can perform both 
intellectual and physical feats. The jumper who was shot 
out of their living pyramid, for instance, held the chair 
of Logic at the university. And it is Archie who has 
stepped into the void in Dotty's life and marriage, serving 
as her comforter, physician, advisor, lawyer--and perhaps 
as her lover. 
But, although Stoppard brings order out of the 
play's chaotic beginning, the audience is ultimately faced 
with other mysteries which are never solved in the course 
of the play, and the play ends with a nightmarishly 
surrealistic coda. On the most obvious level, it is a 
murder mystery. Both Duncan McFee and George's pet rabbit, 
Thumper, are mysteriously killed. There is also the 
question of Dotty Moore's infidelity. George never 
actually catches Dotty "in the act," just as Mr. Moon never 
can definitively prove his wife unfaithful, but the two 
women are often discovered in extremely suggestive 
circumstances. But the play also addresses the most 
fundamental mysteries of human existence: ''Is God?" asks 
George again and again. In essence, then, Stoppard uses 
the whodunnit genre to turn the cosmos into a giant, 
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unsolved puzzle, asking who created the universe and why 
and how can one ever really know? (Crump 359). 
And for the first time, Stoppard focuses on ethical 
issues, a step in Stoppard's realization of his commitment 
to moral art, theatre which provides a ''moral matrix, the 
moral sensibility from which we make our judgments about 
the world'' ("Ambushes" 14). His protagonist, George Moore, 
is, after all, a professor of moral philosophy. And even 
though Jumpers takes place in a futuristic fantasy world, 
the political implications of the story clearly have 
contemporary applications. In fact, Stoppard states that 
"the play reflects my belief that all political acts have a 
moral basis to them and are meaningless without it" 
(''Ambushes'' 12). Furthermore, the rarefied lectures which 
George spins in his study, as well as the witty and 
sometimes vicious debates, charades and word games which 
characterize George's conversations with Dotty, take place 
against a backdrop of puzzling and violent happenings in 
the Moores' household and disturbing events in the outside 
world which are pictured on the huge television screen in 
(., Dotty's bedroom (Jenkins 83). For instance, it is on this 
screen that the audience witnesses the struggle of two 
British astronauts on the moon, fighting over a crippled 
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spacecraft which can carry only one of them back to earth
. 
This context highlights both the significance and 
insignificance of George's academic pursuits, as he 
grapples with ''matters of universal import'' (31). Thus, 
contrary to the opinion of the play's harshest critics,
3 
the action of the play dramatizes in many rich and funny 
ways the philosophical issues which George develops in h
is 
monologues and arguments. In this sense, Jumpers is a v
ery 
rich work, as scholar Benedict Nightingale points out in 
his discussion of the play: 
Jumpers is a courageous attempt to move beyond 
the social criticism that mainly preoccupies the 
contemporary theatre into a realm of metaphysics 
almost entirely ignored by it, to relate the two, 
and, doing so, to raise issues of rare size and 
import; and this is achieved, not only with a 
theatrical extravagance that verges on the 
outrageous, but with a nice sense of individual 
character. (422) 
This concern with issues represents an important milesto
ne 
in Stoppard's theatre, which even the playwright himself,
 a 
man reluctant to discuss his works, acknowledged: 
-~--------3 For instance, Jonathan Bennett writes in his 
article "Philosophy and Mr. Stoppard" that "the philosoph
y 
which is flaunted throughout Jumpers is thin and 
uninteresting, and it serves the play only in a decorativ
e 
and marginal way" (5). 
103 
,. 
With Rosencrantz, whatever lessons could be drawn 
from it, they were all just implied and not 
necessarily by me at that. Jumpers was the first 
play in which I specifically set out to ask a 
question and try to answer it, or at any rate put 
the counter-question. ( 11 Ambushes 11 16) 
In this manner, Jumpers transcends his earlier works, 
including Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and his novel, both 
of which seemed playfully focused on describing the 
absurdity of man's existence. 
Meaning and Language 
The "question" and "the counter-question" are posed by 
the protagonist, George Moore, a moral philosopher who is 
named for the author of the Principia Ethica, the 
intuitionist G. E. Moore, and his nemesis, Sir Archibald 
Jumpers. Archie represents materialistic philosophies in 
general, which George terms the "orthodox mainstream" (49), 
consisting of "logical positivists, mainly, with a 
linguistic analyst or two, a couple of Benthamite 
Utilitarians ... lapsed Kantians and empiricists generally 
... and of course the usual Behaviourists'' (50-51), and the 
philosopher A. J. Ayer, author of Language, Truth and 
Logic, a well-known statement of logical positivism, in 
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particular. 4 Critic G. B. Crump, in his article ''The 
Universe as Murder Mystery: Tom Stoppard's Jumpers," which 
includes a most thorough discussion of the philosophic 
roots of Jumpers, points out that Arc~ie's initials suggest 
I 
Ayer's well known first and middle in~tials and that the ) 
title of George's book, Language, T&rith and God, alludes to 
; 
I 
;' 
I Ayer's famous volume. 
/ 
Much of the philosophic debate in Jumpers focuses on 
language theory. To George, who concerns himself with 
questions of ethics and metaphysics, the existence of God 
is the center of our existence, whereas Archie, who 
espouses the stance of logical positivism, believes that 
such questions are no longer relevant, primarily because 
neither our language nor···~·ol:Jf senses can sustain meaningful, 
objective discussions on these issues, a point which is 
supported by the faculty's disagreement over the meaning of 
the annual -symposium topic, "Man--good, bad or indifferent" 
(46), and by the frequent occurrences of double-meanings 
----------4 In fact, the philosophic resemblance is so striking 
that Ayer felt compelled to answer in an article entitled 
"Love Among the Logical Positivists," in which he 
responded, as though Jumpers were a personal attack, that 
even logical positivists are capable of love. He did not, 
however, answer Stoppard's intellectual objection, that 
logical positivism rejects the discussion of such a 
possibility. 
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and verbal misunderstandings throughout the play. The 
logic positivist position was inspired by the work of 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, who concluded in his Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus that "what we cannot speak about we 
must pass over in silence" {151; prop.7), and found its 
most comprehensive expression in Ayer's Language, Truth and 
Knowledge, which has been called "the orthodox bible of 
British logical positivism" (Jenkins 88). In that volume, 
Ayer holds that "all utterances about the nature of God are 
nonsensical'' ( 115) and that "moral judgements . . . are pure 
expressions of feeling and as such do not come under the 
category of truth and falsehood" (108). To George, this 
dismissal of ethical and cosmic considerations is an 
outrage, both of philosophy and common sense. These 
conflicting positions are reflected in the manner in which 
Archie and George think of and use language. 
Like Moon, George Moore seeks to make sense of his 
world through the ordering force of language. George works 
slavishly on his lectures, particularly the one in which he 
attempts to prove the existence of God. And like his 
" 
forerunner in the novel, George is frequently frustrated in 
his attempts to express himself, as he reports to the 
police inspector who is investigating McFee's murder: 
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I 
,_ I 
"though my convictions are intact and my ideas coherent, I 
can't seem to find the words 
···" (46). Ironically, George 
goes on to rather eloquently articulate the inadequacy of 
language: 
Or rather, the words betray the thoughts they are supposed to express. Even the most generalized truth begins to look like special pleading as soon as you trap it in language. (46) 
But there are very important distinctions between 
Moore and Moon. While George is a rather old-fashioned and 
absent-minded professor, he is not a babbling neurotic like 
Mr. Moon. Moore's convictions are indeed "intact" and his 
ideas ''coherent,'' especially when compared to Archie's 
academic speeches. Although his lectures may be rambling 
at times, they are also often insightful and incisive. 
Part of his problem is the nature of his content: George is 
attempting to uphold abstract concepts, such as faith, 
feeling and instinct, in the face of the sterile and 
arbitrary logic of materialism. 5 George is, therefore, 
reduced to such premises as "All I know is that I think 
----------5 In "Something to Declare," Stoppard himself writes 
"I am preoccupied ... with things I find·difficult to express. " ( 4 7) . 
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that I know that I know that nothing can be created out of 
nothing, that my moral conscience is different from the 
rules of my tribe, and that there is more in me than meets 
the microscope" (68). Thus, George's dilemma is a rather 
playful dramatization of the logical positivist position, 
but George's problems expressing himself also reinforce his 
point that "language is an approximation of meaning and not 
a logical symbolism for it" (24), a point which confuses 
the logical positivists. 
George understands that language is not entirely 
logical and rational because man's experience and knowledge 
are not limited to empirical data. "Language," George 
argues, 
is a finite instrument crudely applied to an 
infinity of ideas, and one consequence of the 
failure to take account of this is that modern 
philosophy has made itself ridiculous by analysing 
such statements as, 'This is a good bacon 
sandwich,' or, 'Bedser had a good wicket.' (63) 
Because of this understanding, he is able to poke some 
devastating holes into the arguments of the logical 
positivists, including the ''principle of verification, 11 
which is the ''central tenet'' (Crump 358) of the logical 
positivist position: 
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Commonsense tells them ... that knowledge is only 
a possibility in matters that can be demonstrated 
to be true or false, such as that the Bristol 
train leaves from Paddington. And yet these same 
apparently intelligent people, who in extreme 
cases will not even admit that the Bristol train 
left from Paddington yesterday--which might be a 
malicious report or a collective trick of 
memory--nor that it will leave from there 
tomorrow--for nothing is certain--and will only 
agree that it did so today if they were actually 
there when it left--and even then only on the 
understanding that all observable phenomena 
associated with the train leaving Paddington 
could equally well be accounted for by Paddington 
leaving the train--these same people will, 
nevertheless, and without any sense of 
inconsistency, claim to know that life is better 
than death, that love is better than hate, and 
that the light shining through the east window of 
their bloody gymnasium is more beautiful than a 
rotting corpse! (86-87) 
For, George, like Mr. Moon, stands for "substance" 
(Lord Malguist 63). He believes in abstract truths, in 
value and meaning and order, and he believes that language 
should strive to communicate such truths, should seek to 
express the "mystery in th.e clockwork," even if the attempt 
does present the "risk" of "traducing a complex and logical 
thesis to a mysticism of staggering banality" (72)--a risk 
that seems to scare the playwright himself, who admits that 
his plays represent "an endless leapfrog down the great 
moral issues" ( ''Stoppard Refutes Himself, Endlessly" 54) . 
Even if one lacks the words to express truths, however, the 
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concepts themselves are valid, a belief that George 
expresses in his reply to Professor McFee's paper in which 
McFee argues that value judgments are culturally 
determined: 
He goes on to show ... that the word 'good' has 
... meant different things to different people at 
different times, an exercise which combines 
simplicity with futility .... It is not a 
statement which anyone would dispute .... It is 
not in fact a statement about value at all; it is 
a statement about language and how it is used in 
a particular society .... A savage who elects to 
honour his father by eating him as opposed to 
disposing of the body in some--to him--
ignominious way, for example by burying him in a 
teak box, is making an ethical choice in that he 
believes himself to be acting as a good savage 
ought to act. Whence comes this sense of some 
actions being better than others?--not more 
useful, or more convenient, or more popular, but 
simply pointlessly better? Professor McFee 
succeeds only in showing us that in different 
situations different actions will be deemed, 
rightly or wrongly, to be conducive to that good 
which is independent of time and place and which 
is knowable but not nameable. (54-55) 
Meaning, according to George, transcends language. 
Opposed to George, the man of ''substance, " is sir 
Archibald Jumpers, who is the stylist in this play. As a 
materialist, Archie has negated the role of abstract 
principles in human behavior and has espoused pragmatism in 
their stead; hence George's comment that the motto of the 
Radical-Liberal party, the political manifestation of a 
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materialistic world view, should be ''No prob
lem is 
insoluble given a big enough plastic bag" (40). 
To Stoppard, expediency and corruption are 
inevitable outgrowths of materialistic philo
sophies. 
Archie's belief that language cannot sustain
 a meaningful 
understanding of objective truths and absolute principles
 
supports relativism and allows him to manip
ulate words for 
his own purposes. He can literally call bla
ck "white" and 
white ''black," since such judgments are merely a matter o
f 
subjective tastes, "categories of our own making," 
according to the late professor Duncan McFee
 (48). 
Archie's conversation with George bears out 
this 
conclusion: 
ARCHIE: It's always been a mystery to me why
 
religious faith and atheism should be though
t 
of as opposing attitudes. 
GEORGE: Always? 
ARCHIE: It just occurred to me. 
GEORGE: It occurred to you that belief in Go
d and 
the conviction that God doesn't exist amount
 
nto much the same thing? 
ARCHIE: It gains from careful phra~ing. {68;
 
emphasis added) 
Ultimately, all discourse becomes meaningles
s gobbledygook, 
as Archie's symposium speech suggests: 
Mr. Crouch, ladies and gentlemen. 'Man--good
, bad 
or indifferent?' Indeed if moon mad herd 
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., 
instinct, is God dad the inference?--to take 
another point: If goons in mood, by Gad is sin 
different or banned good, f'r'instance?--thirdly: 
out of the ether, random nucleic acid testes or 
neither universa vice, to name but one. (83) 
Even logic is reduced to style, a mere form of language, as 
indicated by the prepositions which link this Lewis 
Carroll-style lecture together. Even though the symposium 
is seen through George's eyes in a "dream'' coda, the 
implications of the play's plot and dialogue make this 
ending a natural conclusion. For Archie's faculty consists 
of jumpers, "a mixture of the more philosophical members of 
the university gymnastics teams and the more gymnastic 
members of the Philosophy School" (51), entertaining 
acrobats whose disbelief in metaphysical absolutes 
conveniently enables them to bend their philosophies to 
suit any direction that the academic--or political--wind 
happens to be blowing, as George's description of them as 
' 
''the orthodox mainstream" ( 49) aptly suggests. 
The political implications of such a moral code--or 
lack of one--are disturbing. Archie is a leader of the 
Radical Liberal Party, which is enacting such reforms as 
thinning out the civilian police force to a ''ceremonial 
front for the peace-keeping activities of the Army" (65) 
and "rationalizing'' the church by turning ecclesiastical 
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positions into political appointments (37). Thus, Archie's 
objection that depictions of "some lunatic tyrant,'' such as 
"Hitler or Stalin or Nero,'' as ''the reductio ad absurdum 
of 
the new ethics'' are unfair (67), is answered both within 
the action of Jumpers and in Stoppard's subsequent work, 
Travesties, in the grim portrayal of Lenin. In Jumpers,
 
the condemnation comes directly from Archie's own words a
nd 
actions, as well as from the policies of the party he 
leads, and the general direction of society on a whole. 
For in Archie, who is not only vice-chancellor of a 
university and a political celebrity, but also acrobat, 
psychiatrist and a "bit of everything" (47), Stoppard 
portrays the dribble-down effect of secularization on all
 
aspects of society, including the church, as depicted by 
the position of Archbishop of Canterbury becoming a 
political appointment. Significantly, the building where
r 
Archie's jumpers practice has been converted from a chapel 
into a gymnasium. It is interesting to note, then, that
 
Stoppard does not even allow for a sympathetic and cohere
nt 
presentation of the logical positivist argument within t
he 
dialogue of Jumpers. Indeed, much of what the audience 
gleans of the philosophy they learn in George's 
counter-arguments. McFee, who is the only formidable and
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sincere proponent of logical positivism, is murdered at the 
beginning of the play (and the audience later learns that 
he had repented of this stand shortly before his death), 
and al though Archie is "a f irst-1 ... ate gymnast,'' he is only 
"an indifferent philosopher'' (51), as George notes. 
Instead, Stoppard allows the frantic and sad absurdity of 
the plot to dramatize the alarming implications of such a 
philosophic stand. For Archie, who is seen in the role of 
master of ceremonies in both the opening and closing scenes 
of the play, is obviously in control of the world of 
Jumpers. 
Clearly, then, Stoppard is not content with merely 
portraying the inadequacy of language and human reason in 
understanding the mysteries of the cosmos. Instead, the 
play seems to validate the search for a moral foundation, 
even in the face of overw~elming odds and skepticism. 
Ultimately, then, George stands as the voice of principle 
in a world that has gone awry. He makes a great deal of 
sense as he struggles to articulate his moral concerns and 
justify his beliefs, and Stoppard obviously exercised great 
care in developing the content of the professor's speeches. 
In fact, in an interview with Mark Amory, Stoppard says he 
read philosophy books "in large numbers" in preparation for 
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writing Jumpers ("The Joke's The Thing" 72). From the 
content of George's lectures and conversations, it seems 
that Stoppard is particularly concerned with formulating an 
ethics of language and in developing the political 
implications of such a code, by revealing how words can, 
because of their inadequacies, be manipulated for political 
purposes (Jenkins 88), since humans have an unfortunate 
"propensity to confuse language with meaning" (Jumpers 24). 
George's Moral Failure 
Why, then, does George fail? Ultimately George is 
unable to make Kierkegaard's leap (or "jump") to faith 
(Hayman 98). He holds on to the tenets of logic and reason 
and arbitrary proofs, in which he retains an almost 
child-like faith, as suggested by the presence of Thumper 
the hare, Pat the tortoise, and arrows to demonstrate 
philosophic metaphors to his students. 6 
Curiously, then, George, too, is as guilty of a brand 
of philosophic literalism as the materialists he opposes 
-----------6 Moore, a rather comic figure in his literalism, 
confuses two of Zeno's paradoxes with Aesop's fable about 
the tortoise and the hare (Cahn 120-121). 
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are. He is so inflexible that he is unable to make the 
leap of faith from thought to action. Indeed, George is 
incapable of qualifying his principles to reflect the 
lessons that life teaches him, nor is he able to act on his 
principles. His sense of ''right" is so rigid that it 
cannot accommodate real life, as the halting and academic 
language of his lectures suggest. Ironically, George 
cannot even bend in a world dominated by verbal acrobatics. 
He is paralyzed, a psychological truth reflected in his 
dream in which he does not act to stop the murder of the 
converted Archbishop Clegthorpe, whose pontifical role has 
turned him into a Thomas Beckett. For George, who claims \. 
that politics do not concern him, has missed the whole 
point of philosophy, which is "activity," according to 
Stoppard (in Gussow 36). This man, whose chief concern is 
the breakdown of moral value, fails even to respond 
sympathetically to his wife and dismisses Bertrand 
Russell's world peace-making efforts as "day-to-day 
parochialism" (31). Poor George even accidently kills the 
pets he cherishes, which to him, significantly, represent 
literal philosophic truth. George does not fail, then, 
because of his beliefs but because he fails to believe in 
the old-testament sense of the word wherein belief 
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represents a covenant, a code to live by. 
George, in essence, has only blinded himself in his 
search for truth. He has evaded responsibility for living 
in academic pursuits, just like old Martello in Artist 
Descending A Staircase, who, having wasted his art career 
slavishly trying out every new and clever trend of the 
avant-garde, must conclude: "no wonder I have achieved 
nothing with my life!--my brain is on a flying trapeze that 
outstrips all the possibilities of action. Mental 
acrobatics, Beauchamp--! have achieved nothing but mental 
acrobatics--nothing!" (18). In this sense, George is the 
culmination of Stoppard's escapist-heroes, including 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Mr. Moon, Moon and Birdboot, 
and Tristan Tzara, the avid Dadaist of Travesties, men who 
use the tools of intellect, art, reason and most especially 
language, to construct refuges of cleverness rather than 
monuments to truth. George is, perhaps, the most tragic 
of these figures because he is the most articulate, 
insightful and feeling spokesman for an ethos he cannot 
quite achieve. In his works subsequent to Travesties, 
Stoppard more clearly articulates his own personal ethos 
and demands a congruency of thought and action--even to the 
point of self-sacrifice--of the heroes who espouse his 
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cause. But the world of Jumpers is still largel
y a world 
that victimizes those who act--or simply try to
 live--in 
good faith. 
Dotty, a sort of everyman, is portrayed as the v
ictim 
in such a world, a common feeling person, who is
 no longer 
able to believe in the mythological, but receive
s no 
comfort from the humanism which has replaced it.
 Ignored 
by her husband who is too caught up in the task 
of 
"proving" God to pay heed to her cries for help,
 Dotty 
turns to Archie to comfort her. Because of the
 nature of 
the philosophy he espouses, however, Archie can
 only offer 
Dotty physical comfort, as suggested by the ''der
matographs" 
(70) he administers in her bedroom. At one point, Archie 
literally offers Dotty a large ''plastic bag" in 
which to 
dispose of McFee's corpse, substantiating Georg
e's claim 
that the Rad-Lib philosophy could be summed up i
n the 
motto: "No problem is insoluble given a big enou
gh plastic 
bag" (40). And as her lawyer, Archie does get rid of the 
bothersome Inspector Bones through extortion, a
fter sexual 
and economic bribes, as well as political threa
ts, fail. 
But he cannot restore her psyche to her or give
 her 
spiritual and emotional wholeness in which her a
rt can 
thrive. Thus, Dotty is suffering from creative
 paralysis, 
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which her retirement from her music hall career into bed 
suggests, as she unsuccessfully tries to escape her pain in 
the refuges of art (music), sensuality (as indicated by the 
"elegant, feminine, expensive" decor of her bedroom [14]), 
and ultimately insanity. Dotty's inability to get moon 
song lyrics right represents the breakdown of the 
imaginative and artistic life of humanity in a material 
age; thus, once again, the breakdown of vocabulary into 
meaningless cliches signals the breakdown of social order. 
Ultimately we are left with the disturbing image of a 
forlorn astronaut stranded on the moon, abandoned by his 
commanding officer who realized that their crippled 
spacecraft could only carry one man back to earth. 
Ironically, these two astronauts are named after Oates and 
Scott, the heroes of the famous South Pole expedition of 
1912, in which Oates willingly sacrificed his life so that 
his teammates might have a chance of survival (Bailey 35). 
Indeed, the contrast between the behavior of these past 
explorers and the British astronauts causes McFee's 
rejection of materialistic philosophy, which will not admit 
the possibility of altruism. But the audience may wonder 
if the moon is any less lonely and sterile than the world 
the abandoned astronaut has already left behind. 
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IV. THE ETHICS OF LANGUAGE--OR THE LANGUAGE OF ETHICS--IN 
PROFESSIONAL FOUL AND EVERY GOOD BOY DESERVES FAVOR 
A Change in the Heroic Posture 
''You see all the trouble writers cause.'' 
(Every Good Boy 23) 
In between Jumpers and Every Good Boy Deserves Favor, 
we see an evolution--or perhaps a ripening--of Stoppard's 
world view. While he builds on the same motifs which have 
always interested him, his themes and opinions have become 
clearer and his heroes bolder than ever before. The 
earlier works often reveal man in the role of escapist, 
showing how individuals evade the truth of a painful 
reality or deny the possibility of responsible action. 
Language is often portrayed as a tool of escapism or as a 
trap which deters rather than facilitates meaningful 
communication between human beings. Jumpers marked a 
change in the playwright's conscious intentions. • For 1n 
Jumpers, for the first time, a sense of ''right" and 
"wrong," Stoppard's belief in "the western liberal 
democracy favouring an intellectual elite and a progressive 
middle class and based on a moral order derived from 
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Christian absolutes" ("But for the Middle Classes" 677), is 
strongly implied. The play also reveals his concern with 
the deliberate misuse and twisting of language. 
In the world of Jumpers, however, the cause of "right" 
is portrayed as powerless and ineffective. While the 
audience may be frustrated by George's lack of concern for 
his failing marriage and his total disinterest in politics, 
despite the dawn of fascism in England, they understand 
that George is allowed to continue his intellectual 
pursuits only because they are seen as quaint and 
irrelevant. McFee, however, is exterminated when he 
repents of his association with relativism and is about to 
undertake a new life which will reflect his new-found 
belief in absolute values. Inspector Bones, who represents 
neutral or "blind" justice and gropes around in the dark 
attempting to uncover the truth of McFee's murder, is also 
''silenced," in this case by blackmail. 
The world view of Jumpers, then, seems to deny the 
possibility of significant heroism. The image of the two 
astronauts fighting over one last chance for survival seems 
to proclaim that altruism is dead in the ''new age." At the 
end of Jumpers, Archie tells the faculty that mankind must 
be content with the fact that "millions of children grow up 
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without suffering deprivation, and millions, while 
deprived, grow up without suffering cruelties, and 
millions, while deprived and cruelly treated, none the less 
grow up" (87). He seems to sound the death knoll of 
idealism and the adoption of a materialistic pragmatism 
which seeks the best for the majority at great cost to the 
individual. 
In February 1977, however, Stoppard traveled to the 
Soviet Union with Amnesty International, and later that 
year he went to Czechoslovakia, the land of his birth, for 
the first time since he had left as a toddler and met the 
dissident playwright, Vaclav Havel, to whom he dedicated 
his television play, Professional Foul. Stoppard published 
four articles on dissidents in those countries (Page 8) and 
proclaimed in his introduction that Vladimir Bukovsky was 
"the off-stage hero" of Every Good Boy Deserves Favor (7). 
These events seem to have formed a watershed in 
Stoppard's writing, which is best seen in the difference of 
the character development of two of Stoppard's 
academicians, George in Jumpers and Anderson in 
Professional Foul. While both of these philosophers 
experience an awakening of sorts, the character of their 
realizations is decidedly different. In Jumpers, George 
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comes to realize, as signified by his sobbing and the 
content of his "dream" symposium, that he is a fa.ilure and 
his academic pursuits are senseless in terms of his own 
life and the world he inhabits. Anderson, on the other 
hand, is awakened to the distinction between academic 
niceties, that is the purity of philosophical points on 
paper, and real clashes between good and evil, right and 
wrong. Or as one critic puts it, Anderson needs to learn 
the "distinction between bad manners ... and bad morals" 
(Dean 92). He, however, goes on to qualify his previous 
writing with his new-found knowledge and, significantly, to 
act on these principles. He evolves from a rather 
disinterested philosopher into a committed and mature 
moralist, and his act of smuggling a dissident's papers out 
of Czechoslovakia does make a difference, albeit a small 
one. This is not to say that Stoppard turns into a 
fiery-eyed prophet of political evil. In fact, Stoppard 
has stated in an interview that while he has "a reaction" 
against artists who make "positive statements about social 
and political questions ... but ... (do] not seem to be 
aware of the difficulties involved in solving those 
questions," he nonetheless ''was always morally, if not 
politically, involved .... There was no sudden conversion 
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on the road to Damascus .... I have always been concerned 
with the daily horrors that I read in the newspaper ("The 
Politicizing of Tom Stoppard" 3). But, from this point on 
in his writing, his sense of morality and his belief in the 
freedom and beauty of the human spirit and its creator 
emerge more clearly and lyrically than ever before, a 
change which critic Tim Brassell notes in his book Tom 
Stoppard: An Assessment: "where Stoppard's attitude towards 
his subject does differ is not in the underlying 
seriousness of his approach, only in the greater clarity 
with which his own viewpoint is expressed, in the keen 
sense of indictment built into the dramatic form" (203). 
Significantly, it is at this time that Stoppard returns to 
make the most penetrating and thorough examination of 
questions of philology, semantics, and the ethics of 
language hitherto found in his work. While the study of 
words has always fascinated and concerned the playwright, a 
new urgency emerges as Stoppard relates the relationship of 
words to thought and actions in Every Good Boy and 
Professional Foul, plays which take place against a 
backdrop of totalitarian repression. 
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Ethics and Semantics 
In Professional Foul, for instance, philosophers who 
have come to Prague for a conference enact a drama which 
revolves around the questions of ethics and semantics that 
they address in their scholarly papers. Every Good Boy is 
also concerned with the power and integrity of words. It 
tells the tale of Alexander, a Soviet political prisoner 
who is imprisoned in a psychiatric hospital because he 
holds--and writes--the wrong political opinions. To 
Alexander, the central issue of his imprisonment is indeed 
a "matter of semantics," but a most important one: ''what 
they call their liberty is just the freedom to agree" 
(Every Good Boy 34). He simply will not accept his freedom 
on cheapened terms, even though cooperation would buy him a 
release from torture. Significantly, the doctor who is 
treating him is a specialist in "semantics, a Doctor of 
Philology" (28), rather than a psychiatrist because 
Alexander's "disease" is intellectual (and political). 
Once again, the familiar pattern of "style" conflicting 
. 
with "substance" emerges. In this case, the philologist 
has the art of style down to a deadly science. Both of 
these plays, then, are centered on the importance of 
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language in both theme and plot, as reflected in the witty 
verbal play which has become a trademark of Stoppard's 
technique. (For example, a doctor tells Alexander that his 
roommate "has an identity problem. I forget his name" 
[Every Good Boy 27].) Thus, a clear and concrete ethos of 
language -emerges from these plays, an ethos centered on 
Stoppard's belief that "there is a sense of right and wrong 
which precedes utterance," as Professor Anderson 
painstakingly reasons out in Professional Foul (90). 
"Utterance,'' however limited a facility, must seek to 
accurately serve and communicate this innate sense, because 
any language that attempts to deceive ultimately becomes a 
trap for both the user and the audience. 
In fact, both of these plays, set in totalitarian 
socialist countries, depict heroes who choose to stand 
against what they deem is a dishonest use of language to 
deprive individuals of their "natural" rights (Professional 
Foul 90). These heroes, then, not only deplore 
totalitarianism which "seeks, in the name of the people, to 
impose its values on the very individuals who comprise the 
State" (Professional Foul 91), but they also detest the 
dishonesty of language (propaganda) which sustains such a 
I 
regime. 
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Alexander, in particular, finds the lies and 
pretending even more disturbing than the communist regime's 
outright barbarism; and it is these lies which finally spur 
him to act and to write to various people to tell them that 
the government is putting sane people into mental 
hospitals. As he explains to his son Sacha, who implores 
him to cooperate with the authorities and even to tell lies 
in order to procure release, such dishonesty is wicked in 
and of itself and helps the government to commit atrocities 
because it would require him to play their game: 
SACHA: ... Tell them lies. Tell them they've 
cured you. Tell them you're grateful. 
ALEXANDER: How can that be right? 
SACHA: If they're wicked how can it be wrong? 
ALEXANDER: It helps them to go on being wicked. 
It helps people to think that perhaps they're 
not so wicked after all. (Every Good Boy 35) 
Sacha's own teacher provides an effective example of the 
citizens who fall prey to delusive and dishonest language 
and actually think that the state is more liberal and just 
than ever, when actually it is merely more clever about 
being unjust. She tells Sacha: "things have changed since 
the bad old days .... Now things are different. The 
Constitution guarantees freedom" {29). Thus, Alexander, 
who discerns the essential difference between reality and 
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rhetoric, longs for "the bad old days," when one could at 
least identify an action and its consequences in clear 
terms: 
I want to get back to the bad old times 
when a man got a sentence appropriate to his 
crimes-- [t/o] 
ten years' hard for a word out of place, 
twenty-five years if they didn't like your face, 
and no one pretended that you were off your head. 
In the good old Archipelago you're either well or 
dead-- (31) 
Anderson, the professor, is particularly sensitive to 
the type of academic cleverness which condones the 
bureaucratic "doublethink" that commits absurd and barbaric 
actions in the name of the public good. And although he is 
an altogether different type of hero than Alexander, who 
would even offer his life for his cause, Anderson is also 
moved to go to great lengths to denounce and fight the type 
of unthinking glibness which he finds in his fellow 
academician, McKendrick. For example, he tells his 
audience at the conference: 
But when, let us say, we are being persuaded that 
it is ethical to put someone in prison for 
reading or writing the wrong books, it is well to 
be reminded that you can persuade a man to 
believe almost anything provided he is clever 
enough,· but it is much more difficult to persuade 
someone less clever. (Professional Foul 90) 
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Ultimately, however, those who attempt to engage in 
"doublespeak" are exposed by their own language and 
outwitted by their own traps, as is McKendrick, the 
proponent and opportunist of situational ethics, when he 
unwittingly smuggles the thesis of a dissident student out 
of Czechoslovakia. Ironically, he then charges that the 
principles of fair play have been violated. Likewise the 
doctor in the psychiatric hospital in Every Good Boy cannot 
sustain his mask of sanity, control and concern. His words 
betray him, as his slips over "cell" and "ward" (27), 
"Colonel-Doctor'' ( 3 7) , "Civil'' versus "Special" psychiatric 
hospitals (27), and "patients" and ''prisoners" suggest 
(27). Eventually, Alexander, at least temporarily, wins 
out in the sadistic little identity game which Colonel 
Rozinsky has attempted to play with Alexander and his 
cell--or rather ward--mate. Whether the philologist 
deliberately frees both Alexander Ivanovs to save face or 
whether he is merely duped by his own ·authority which will 
not allow the interruptions of those who attempt to correct 
his confusion, it is the Colonel who is blinded to the 
distinction between sanity and insanity and Alexander who 
refuses to compromise his ideals and integrity. Eventually 
the ''logical impasse[s]" of bad thinking (Every Good Boy 
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36) will be exposed by the very language the perpetrators 
use to mask it, but only if thinking men like Alexander and 
Anderson have the courage to challenge its assumptions and 
uncover its dishonesty. 
It must be admitted that Anderson does learn from 
I 
McKendrick' s theory of ''reversing" moral principles, which 
he denounces early in the play, but that is merely because 
Anderson's ethics have been tried in the fire of reality 
and found inadequate. Earlier, Anderson had conceded that 
moral dilemmas occur because moral principles do not work 
"in straight lines" and sometimes cross each other (79). 
In those "test situations" (79), a man must choose the 
action most consistent with his ethics in a larger sense of 
the word. Thus, Anderson learns to apply this principle. 
Unlike Alexander who learns when not to bend, Anderson 
learns when to be flexible with minor points in order to be 
consistent to his beliefs in real life. The whole change 
in Anderson's behavior, from his initial refusal to smuggle 
the paper out of the country on the grounds that it would 
be a discourtesy to his host government, a stance which 
really masks his indifference, to the point where he 
commits a "professional foul" and sneaks the thesis into 
McKendrick's suitcase, illustrates his point that "we don't 
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always mean what we say, even when we manage to say what we 
mean" (Professional Foul 44). Furthermore, this change 
only serves to illustrate Stoppard's premise that ethics 
precede language, not vice versa. Anderson is required to 
reverse the stance he has verbalized in order to be true to 
his more basic sense of right and wrong which has inspired 
him to make that point in the first place. 
Stoppard, then, while he is not a rigid absolutist who 
believes that ethics are "constructed of Platonic ... 
ideal[s] against which we measure ... our behaviour" 
(Professional Foul 89), does believe in a "natural 
sense of right and wrong," which "is individually 
• • • 
experienced and ... concerns one person's dealings with 
another" (90). From that premise he concludes: 
From this experience we have built a system of 
ethics which is the sum of individual acts of 
recognition of individual right. (90) 
Therefore, he believes that language is only valid and 
coherent when it attempts to work within this "sense of 
rightness" (90). Like Orwell, he asserts that language 
safeguards our natural rights, but faulty language can also 
become a powerful tool of those systems and individuals who 
seek to deprive men of these rights. Thus Stoppard uses 
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language play to explore the limitations and 
inconsistencies of verbal communication, to expose the 
misuses and abuses of language, and to bring to light the 
underlying assumptions on which we act on every level. His 
work, then, even in its comedic elements, demands 
responsibility for and knowledge of our language. 
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CONCLUSION 
''Language is as capable of obscuring truth as 
revealing it.'' (Stoppard in Patch 5) 
Thus, while Stoppard's approaches to the subject of 
language are varied and his examination exhaustive, there 
is, as Whitaker asserts, a "hidden rationale'' (6) behind 
all the games with words, a basic assumption about language 
which informs and unifies all of his plays and fiction. 
That is his belief in the absolute neutrality of words. 
This notion, at first, seems an unsettling idea: words are 
not the inflexible cornerstones of metaphysical truth. 
Stoppard's irreverent and revealing humor plays iconoclast 
to that notion time and time again. Rather, to Stoppard, 
language is a code that has evolved out of the profound 
human need to communicate. As a reflection of the human 
mind which creates it, language is a natural, spontaneous 
and occasionally haphazard process which yields a useful 
but self-limiting tool. Like George Moore, then, Stoppard 
is very aware that language is merely "a finite instrument 
crudely applied to an infinity of ideas" (Jumpers 63). In 
Stoppard's early works, this concept becomes painfully 
apparent. In Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, for example, 
Ros and Guil struggle unsuccessfully to comprehend the 
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meaning of death, while in Stoppard's novel, Mr. Moon's 
attempt to write a history of the world and order its 
seeming chaos results only in frustration and panic. These 
characters are attempting to express, comprehend and order, 
through a laughably limited medium, what Clive James calls 
in his famous Encounter article "a greater reality--the 
inhuman cosmos which contains the human world, the amoral 
vastness in which morality is a local accident, the 
totality from whose perimeter we look like--Zero" (75). 
But neither are words so subjective and unstable as to 
deny the possibility of universal values and feelings. 
Meaning, according to Stoppard, transcends language; thus, 
as Stoppard goes on to assert in later plays, the 
limitations of humanity's intellectual tools do not 
invalidate man's search for truth and value, as two of 
Stoppard's most famous professors, George Moore from 
Jumpers and Anderson, the hero of Professional Foul, so 
eloquently assert in their attacks on the tenets of 
linguistic philosophy and logical positivism. Anderson 
argues: 
Ethics were once regarded as a sort of 
monument, a ghostly Eiffel Tower constructed of 
Platonic entities like honesty, loyalty, 
fairness, and so on, all bolted together and 
consistent with each other, harmoniously stressed 
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so as to keep the edifice standing up: an ideal 
against which we measured our behaviour. The 
tower has long been demolished. In our own time 
linguistic philosophy proposes that the notion 
of, say, justice has no existence outside the 
ways in which we choose to employ the word, and 
indeed consists only of the way in which we 
employ it. In other words, that ethics are not 
the inspiration of our behaviour but merely the 
creation of our utterances .••. Common 
observation shows us that this view demands 
qualification. A small child who cries 'that's 
not fair' when punished for something done by his 
brother or sister is apparently appealing to an 
idea of justice which is, for want of a better 
word, natural. (Professional Foul 89-90) 
Thus, Stoppard implies that truth, while it is 
individually--rather than universally--experienced, exists 
outside and apart from the language with which individuals 
seek to express it, and the more ''politicized" works (from 
Jumpers on) infer that each human being has a 
responsibility to seek out truth and act on his basic, 
instinctive sense of right. In this light, language, at 
its best, is a tool with which humans build a meaningful 
existence. To the playwright, then, words are like 
numbers, only not so precise, or dabs of paint on an 
artist's palate, but not quite so flexible. They possess a 
power and purity and importance unique to them as our basic 
blocks of communication--as our bridge between the 
subjective and objective. 
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Thus, like George Orwell, Stoppard abhors those who 
manipulate language in an emotionally charged manner to 
serve their cause--whatever that cause. In example after 
example, this study has examined Stoppard's desire to 
expose the dishonest use of words, ranging from elaborate 
rationalizations and escapism to unthinking glibness and · ·, 
pedantry to outright lies and propaganda. His word play 
also points out how words can mislead and confuse, as well 
as guide and inform, those who wish to develop and share 
ideas about our common existence. For, in order to build 
bridges which will stand, man must maintain the integrity 
of his raw material, language. Henry, one of Stoppard's 
protagonists who is also, significantly, a writer, 
expresses this idea in The Real Thing: 
Words don't deserve ... malarkey. They're 
innocent, neutral, precise, standing for this, 
describing that, meaning the other, so if you 
look after them you can build bridges across 
incomprehension and chaos. But when they get 
their corners knocked off, they're no good any 
more .... I don't think writers are sacred, but 
words are. They deserve respect. If you get the 
right ones in the right order, you can nudge the 
world a little or make a poem which children will 
speak for you when you're dead. (53) 
In other words, words are tools in an individual's search 
for truth. But, if we allow them to be corrupted and 
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twisted, they become traps of deception and weapons 
of 
• 
oppression. 
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